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Abstract. Online shopping has become increasingly prevalent in recent years, overshadowing
traditional brick-and-mortar shopping. Research has tried to understand the online shopping
experiences of various consumers. However, the online shopping experiences of consumers with
visual impairment (CWV) gained less attention. This study captures the online shopping
experiences of CWV by employing a phe-nomenological qualitative approach. Data was collected
from CWV through semi-structured interviews. The sample size of this study was fifteen, and data was
analyzed using NVivol4. The findings indicate a growing preference for online shopping among the
CWV. The results explore the accessibility-related issues encountered by CWV and strategies employed
to overcome them. Additionally, the paper underscores the benefits of independence and the impact
of online shopping on the personal growth and well-being of CWV. The study provides insights to
marketers to foster inclusion in the digital marketplace. This study helps marketers and other
stakeholders to understand the online shopping experiences of CWV and ensures consumer well-
being and inclusion.
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1. Introduction

Shopping has undergone a significant transformation over time with the advent of the
Internet and the establishment of e-commerce. Worldwide e-commerce sales in 2022
are estimated to be over 5.7 trillion U.S. dollars (Gelder, 2023). Additionally, the onset
of COVID-19 has added fuel to the fire by proliferating consumer preference for online
shopping (Al-Hattami, 2021). Over the last decade, online shopping has surged in In-
dia due to the immense growth of information and communication technologies (Da-
vis et al., 2021). In 2021, there were approximately 185 million online shoppers across
India, and the numbers will likely increase over the years (Minhas, 2022).

As online shopping has gained momentum worldwide, practitioners and scholars
have attempted to investigate consumers’ online shopping experiences to serve them
better. Customer experiences are critical to attain success in electronic retailing (Bleier
etal, 2019; Rose et al., 2012). Positive shopping experiences amplify the intention to
purchase online (Saha et al.,, 2023), impact customer satisfaction (Martin et al., 2015),
enhance brand loyalty and lead to positive word of mouth (Bilgihan et al., 2014).
Further, the ethics of the online retailer can stimulate a positive shopping experience
(Mainardes et al., 2023).

Initial research to understand online shopping behavior focused on attitudes toward
online shopping and motivations to shop online (Bhatnagar et al., 2000; Kim & Park,
2005; Shim et al., 2001). Recent research has endeavored to understand the online
shopping experiences of various consumers like women (Sathya et al., 2023), students
(Xiao et al., 2023), young consumers (Tan et al., 2024), senior citizens (Roy et al,,
2023) and low-income consumers (Zhang et al., 2023). However, little attention has
been paid to the shopping experiences of persons with disabilities (PWD), especially
consumers with visual impairment (CWV) (Yu et al,, 2015).

Globally, as of 2020, an estimated 43 million people are blind (Burton et al., 2021).
India has the highest population of persons with visual impairment globally, with 270
million people having vision impairments, of which 9.2 million are blind (The Inter-
national Agency for the Prevention of Blindness, 2022). Further, the World Health
Organization (2022) indicates that the overall global estimate for disability is steadily
rising. With the increase in the number of online shoppers and the increasing rate of
disability, it has become vital to comprehend the online shopping experience of CWV.
This study aims to understand the online shopping experience of CWV using a quali-
tative approach.

2. Review of Literature

CWYV utilizes computers with screen reading software programs that convert text to
speech (Cohen et al,, 2020), and the use of smartphones for CWV is facilitated by
screen reader applications such as TalkBack for Android phones and VoiceOver for
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iPhones (Jain et al., 2021). Although screen readers act as assistive devices (Schaefer,
2003), components such as photos, images, and graphics become complex for assistive
devices to scan and comprehend (Kaufman-Scarborough & Childers, 2009). The use
of Alt (alternative) text enables screen readers to describe the image, enabling CWV
to select the correct products (Cohen et al., 2020).

The ability to procure information to make a purchase decision depends on the ac-
cessibility of an online application or website (Schaefer, 2003). Captcha verification, pic-
tures without text descriptions, and missing or improper headings are challenges CWV
encounter while shopping online (Inan et al., 2016). Moreover, the inconsistent and im-
age-based layout of websites poses a hurdle for CWV (Jihyuk et al., 2020). Web design
that necessitates the usage of a mouse can make information inaccessible to CWYV, as
they cannot navigate using a mouse (Kaufman-Scarborough & Childers, 2009).

The inaccessibility of online websites or applications significantly hampers the ease
of use (Kaufman-Scarborough & Childers, 2009), thereby impacting the independ-
ence of CWV (Kangeswaran et al., 2021). Further, inaccessibility leads to discrimina-
tion and negative consumer behavior (Cohen et al., 2020). Accessibility issues were
encountered while availing banking and financial services due to limited digital solu-
tions for CWV (Goundar & Sathye, 2023). Accessibility-related service failure and an-
ger lead to negative word of mouth and avoidance of the retailer (Cohen et al., 2023).

Online grocery shopping poses a challenge when the products received are not fresh
and when the products required are unavailable (Elms & Tinson, 2012). Access to food
involves risks to safety, stress, and uncertainty (Schwartz et al., 2023). Further, using
unique descriptions and colors to describe a product hampers the online shopping ex-
perience (Kaufman-Scarborough & Childers, 2009). Moreover, CWV are more sus-
ceptible to cyber-attacks because visual cues are absent or have restrictions (Inan et al.,
2016).

Despite the challenges, convenience is the primary motive behind online shopping
(Childers & Kaufman-Scarborough, 2009). Online shopping enables CWV to gain
product information quickly, and additional details can be acquired through product
reviews (Stangl et al., 2018). CWV can overcome transportation and mobility issues by
online shopping (Kaufman-Scarborough & Childers, 2009). Online shopping practic-
es of CWV are significantly influenced by the desire to be treated normally (Liu et al,,
2019). Online shopping can elevate normalcy as CWV can search and shop for products
more independently than shopping in-store (Kaufman-Scarborough & Childers, 2009).

Studies on the online shopping experiences of CWV are scarce. The United States
of America, Australia, and the United Kingdom accounted for more than half of the
vulnerability studies (Riedel et al., 2021). However, the highest prevalence of vision
loss has been reported in South Asia, followed by Southeast Asia (Bourne etal., 2021),
indicating a geographical gap in the literature. Existing literature discusses the experi-
ences of CWV as a homogeneous group. Nevertheless, the literature overlooks demo-
graphic factors like gender, age, and technological proficiency that could impact the on-
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line shopping of CWV. The present literature is deficient in discussing the factors that
motivate and demotivate CWV to shop online. Prior research presents the challenges
encountered by CWV while shopping online. However, the literature is silent about
strategies used by CWV to overcome these challenges.

The present study attempts to fill the lacuna in the existing literature by answer-
ing the following research questions: What are the experiences encountered by CWV
while shopping online? Do CWV face challenges while shopping online? If so, what
are the strategies employed to overcome the challenges? The study attempts to present
a holistic view of the online shopping experiences of CWV in India. The scope of this
study is limited to convenience goods. Convenience products are goods that consumers
purchase frequently or immediately, with minimal effort (Bucklin, 1963). Convenience
goods include staple, impulse, and emergency products (Murphy & Enis, 1986). The
rationale for focusing on convenience products is that they are required by all, irrespec-
tive of demographic differences.

3. Methodology

The methodology section furnishes a comprehensive description of the overall study
design, sampling design, and data analysis methods employed in this paper.

3.1 Study Design

A phenomenological approach was used to explore the online shopping experience of
CWV. Phenomenology aims to understand participants’ lived experiences (Dukes,
1984). Further, phenomenology is an interpretive process in which the researcher in-
terprets participants’ lived experiences (Van Manen, 1997). The rationale for using a
phenomenological approach is to understand the online shopping experience of CWV.
Data was collected from CWYV residing in Bengaluru, Karnataka, India. Karnataka is
one of the South Indian states with a significant population of visually impaired per-
sons, and Bengaluru is the district with the highest number of visually impaired persons
(Office of the Registrar General &Census Commissioner, 2011). The data was collect-
ed through semi-structured interviews.

3.2 Sampling Design

A combination of purposive and snowball sampling was used to collect data. Purposive
sampling selects participants with specific characteristics or experiences (Campbell et
al,, 2020). In this study, CWV above 18 years old who had experience shopping online
were targeted. After identifying a few participants, we employed snowball sampling,
enabling us to reach out to further participants. Snowball sampling is beneficial for
locating and engaging persons from a vulnerable population (Naderifar et al., 2017).
Moreover, snowball sampling increases the probability that the participants identified
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would agree to participate in the study (Sadler et al., 2010). Prior research suggests that
snowball sampling received greater participation from PWD than purposive sampling
(Valerio et al,, 2016). Hence, a combination of both techniques was used. The sample
size in this study was 15. The ideal sample size for phenomenological studies ranges
from one to ten persons (Smith et al., 2022; Starks & Trinidad, 2007). Informed con-
sent was obtained from the participants before collecting the data. The interviews were
conducted according to the convenience of the participants, some through face-to-face
interviews and others through electronic interviews using Google Meet. The interviews
were audio recorded, and the participant’s approval was obtained for audio recording.
The interviews lasted for 16 to 37 minutes, with an average of 23 minutes.

3.3 Data Analysis

After the interviews were conducted, the data was transcribed verbatim. Data analy-
sis was performed using NVivo 14 software. The Interpretative Phenomenological
Approach (IPA) was used to analyze the data. IPA investigates how participants make
sense of their experiences (Smith et al,, 2022). Each transcript was thoroughly read
and reread to develop fresh thoughts and insights (Hunt & Smith, 2004). Experien-
tial statements were identified from the interviews of each participant and grouped to
form personalized experiential themes (PETS). Further, connections were identified
throughout the PET to form group experiential themes (GETS) (Smith et al., 2022).
To maintain the anonymity of the participants, their names are assigned from P1 to
P15. Table 1 shows the demographics of the study participants.

Table 1
Demography of the Participants of the Study
Participant Gender  Age Employment Status  Extent of Visual Impairment
P1 Female 25 Student Blind
P2 Male 31 Employed Blind
P3 Female 31 Employed Low Vision
P4 Male 28 Employed Blind
PS Female 29 Employed Blind
P6 Male 31 Employed Low Vision
P7 Male 47 Employed Blind
P8 Female 23 Student Blind
P9 Female 30 Employed Blind
P10 Male 31 Employed Blind
P11 Male 27 Employed Blind
P12 Male 22 Student Blind
P13 Male 24 Employed Blind
P14 Female 40 Employed Blind
P1S Female 21 Student Blind
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4. Results

The results of this study are presented in two sections. The first section of the results
deals with the GETs formed from the IPA. The GETs reflect the various shopping ex-
periences encountered by CWV. The second section of the results section portrays the
overall trends identified from the data, including the preferences for online shopping
among CWYV and the effect of gender on preference for online shopping.

4.1 Group Experiential Themes (GETS)

Through the analysis, the researchers have identified four GETs. The analysis of the
interviews reveals accessibility as a significant hurdle faced by CWV. Consequently, the
first theme focuses on accessibility and the potential of inaccessibility to create a vicious
cycle. Subsequently, CWV devised various strategies to surmount the accessibility
challenges; the second theme discusses these strategies. The third theme discusses the
effects of independence on the online shopping experiences of CWV. Though CWV
encounters numerous challenges, online shopping positively impacts personal growth
and well-being, forming the subject of the final theme.

4.1.1. Vicious cycle of inaccessibility

Accessibility of online shopping platforms ensures that CWV can navigate the website
or application and affects the ease of use. Accessibility-related obstacles are the chal-
lenges that CWYV face because of the overall design and usability of the application or
website. When websites and shopping applications are incompatible with assistive de-
vices like screen readers, CWV experience stress. Further, a significant accessibility-re-
lated issue faced by CWV is inaccessible images.

“Many online shopping platforms are not screen reader friendly; this is a major hurdle while
shopping online. It causes me a lot of stress and confusion because it becomes difficult to
browse for products, and the platform gets stuck many times. I must be patient and try mul-
tiple times to complete the process.” (P12)

“Images displayed in the online shopping applications are not accessible. TalkBack, an assis-
tive device that reads the text on the screen, cannot describe the image. TalkBack would read

out ‘image’ wherever an image of the product appears on the screen.” (P1)

“Service providers should incorporate Alt text so that the screen readers can provide a de-
scription of the product further; without the description of the image, it is difficult to visual-
ize the product in the mind.” (PS)

For any consumer, the images provided by the online shopping platform allow them
to make sense of the product due to the absence of the opportunity to touch and feel
the products while shopping online. However, for CWYV, the lack of image description
hinders them from visualizing the product, especially if they are shopping for new prod-
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ucts they have not used or consumed before. With the images being inaccessible, the
only source to gather information about the products for CWV is through descriptions.
However, CWYV reports a deficiency in product information on online shopping plat-
forms.

“It is difficult to know the expiry dates and ingredients of the eatable products purchased
online as they are normally mentioned in the images, and the images are inaccessible. I only
get to know the information mentioned in the description.” (P10)

“There are very few descriptions provided about the product on most platforms. The lack
of descriptions is very common in online applications that deliver products instantly” (P3)

“I wanted to purchase a notebook or diary from an online platform. I was unable to find any
information regarding the size of the book. The dimensions were not mentioned. I wanted
to know whether the book was big or small. I was not able to understand the size as the im-
age was inaccessible and proper descriptions were not provided.” (P11)

Another major challenge related to accessibility is returning or claiming a refund for
damaged products purchased online. Participants report the inaccessibility of customer
care or help options in online shopping applications and websites. Most CWV stated
that returning or claiming a refund was lengthy and time-consuming. Moreover, they
required assistance from someone to complete the process. The participants’ narratives
point out the hindrances CWYV face due to stringent time constraints imposed on can-
celing an order after placing the order.

“The option to return or claim a refund for the product is very inaccessible. Sometimes,
even if the product is misplaced or damaged, I do not take any action because of the difficult
process. I do not prefer to make high-end purchases on online platforms. I will buy whatever
is necessary only.” (P2)

“Another thing that I want to draw your attention to is that most instant online shopping
applications and websites have a 60-second cancellation policy. That is, after ordering the
product, you have only 60 seconds to cancel the product. First of all, the app is inaccessible,
and the cancellation deadline is very limited; it becomes annoying and difficult. Further,
if you want to return a product, they will normally ask for a photo of the product, which is
also difficult if you are alone. It would be good if they had the option of taking a video of the
product, which would be easier for a blind person. The consumer redressal system does not

happen very easily” (P4)

“Once, I placed an order for seven items from an instant delivery application, and at the
time of delivery, I received some other products. The delivery was misplaced, and I tried to
contact customer care through the chat option, but the page was inaccessible. I had to take
the assistance of my friend and somehow got the refund.” (P11)

The paramount accessibility-related challenges CWYV face include image inaccessi-
bility, lack of proper description, and inaccessibility to customer care options. Acces-
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sibility issues hinder online shopping and demotivate CWV to shop online. Accessi-
bility-related issues, therefore, create a vicious cycle that leads to dissatisfaction and
demotivation to shop online among CWV.

“The accessibility issues frustrate me. If I purchase a product online and it is not as expected,
I cannot return it sometimes because it is a long procedure and accessibility is not good. Ac-

cessibility sometimes demotivates me from shopping online” (P11)

“The lack of proper descriptions coupled with image inaccessibility demotivates me to shop
online” (P3)

“Unlabelled buttons in some of the online shopping applications and accessibility problems
sometimes make me think of going to a retail store to shop.” (P9)

4.1.2. Strategies used to overcome the challenges faced

To overcome the accessibility challenges encountered, CWV employs multiple strate-
gies. Some seek technology to gather information about images, whereas others depend
on reviews from consumers who have used the product or rely on their memory. The
strategies employed depend on the time and comfort of the CWV. As returning and
claiming refunds pose challenges for CWYV, they opt for the cash delivery option. This
considerably reduces the frequency of claiming returns and refunds. Accessibility-re-
lated issues encountered by CWV push them to seek assistance and support from oth-
ers. However, although the strategies employed provide some relief, they may consume
much time.

“Since the images are not accessible most of the time, I rely on reviews of the products men-
tioned by other consumers, which helps me get an idea of the product.” (P10)

“I take a screenshot of the image and use other applications to get descriptions about the
product. This process is time-consuming, and it is not possible to do this for all products.”
(P11)

“I have to take the assistance of someone else to verify the image and give me a description
of the image.” (P8)

“Talways try to opt for the cash-on-delivery option. I can make the payment after feeling the
product. This reduces the chances of return. If T have to return a product, it is time-consum-
ing and difficult. The cash-on-delivery option makes me feel more controlled.” (P13)

“Another technique that I use is to remember the name of the flavor of the products. For
example, Lays potato chips come in different colors like green, blue, red, yellow, and orange.
I will remember the name of the flavor associated with each color. So, even if I cannot see
the color in the image, based on the name of the flavor mentioned in the description, I shop
for them. This mainly works for products like snacks and products with different varieties””
(P3)
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Another indirect strategy CWV employs to overcome the challenges faced while
shopping online is to shop for brands and products they are familiar with. CWV par-
ticipants exhibited a preference for known brands and online platforms. They avoided
trying out or switching to new brands, products, or online platforms. By sticking to
familiar brands and online platforms, CWYV felt more controlled and secure. Using new
brands and online platforms comes with the risk of not getting the ideal product or
facing more challenges.

“I prefer to shop online from popular and well-known brands. I do not like to try out new or
small online platforms. If I try out new products or brands, I might not get good products,
and I have to return them.” (P1)

“I usually know the brand that I frequently purchase. I prefer to stick to the brand.” (P2)

4.1.3. Independence acting as a double-edged sword

Online shopping offers a significant advantage of independence. While shopping in
a physical store, CWV would require assistance navigating and locating the products.
Such assistance can be eliminated while shopping online. This benefit, in turn, moti-
vates CWYV to shop online. This sense of autonomy provided by online shopping fosters
feelings of pride and satisfaction.

“Online shopping is the pride of independence. Once, my mother came to stay at my home
in the city, I shopped for products online. My mother was very surprised because, in the vil-
lage, we do not shop for grocery products online, as delivery is also very limited. My mother
saw how I was purchasing the products independently, and it was a very happy and proud
moment for me.” (P2)

“We can get the products we want independently through online shopping. If we go to a
store, we may need to depend on staff to obtain information about the product. Indepen-
dence is a motivator for shopping online.” (P8)

“Online shopping is very comfortable. I can independently shop for the products required.
If T am alone at home, I sometimes find it difficult to go outside if I need certain products. I
can shop online, and they will be delivered to my doorstep.” (P14)

Though independence achieved through online shopping seems to be advanta-
geous, this independence comes with a price. Independence, to a large extent, restricts
the socialization and communication that would naturally occur while shopping in a
retail store. For CWYV, shopping is also a means of socializing and connecting with new
people. The participant’s narrative portrays the importance of socialization. The inde-
pendence achieved, therefore, acts as a double-edged sword, creating satisfaction and
pride while simultaneously disrupting socialization.

“When there is time, I like to go out and socialize. It enables me to learn new things. Due
to this, I prefer to shop in a retail store. I get to meet people and communicate with them.
While shopping online, I do not get to socialize or meet new people.” (PS)
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“While shopping in a store, you will interact with people, and more emotion is involved. I
feel I gain more life experiences when I shop in a store. I can feel the people around me and
get a glimpse of their life. Online shopping is more convenient, but there is less interaction

and experience.” (P15)

4.1.4. Online shopping aids in personal growth and well-being

Though online shopping poses some challenges for CWYV, it provides multiple ben-
efits for CWV. Online shopping can provide CWV with new learning opportunities
and experiences, leading to personal growth. Online shopping affects the well-being
of CWV. The narrative of P9 explains how the participant provided a helping hand to
family members through online shopping. The participant also recalls the importance
of online shopping during the COVID-19 pandemic. During the pandemic, the oppor-
tunity to shop online was a source of relief for all consumers.

“In my native place where my mother resides now, the market is far. My mother has to travel
to a neighboring city to purchase products, and there are no direct bus routes. She has to
take two to three buses to reach the market. Now, I can order all the products that my moth-
er needs through online shopping platforms. I can stay in the city and take care of her needs.
I feel very happy and satisfied that I can help my mother. Another thing that I recollect is
that even during COVID-19, online shopping was a big savior. We could get the products
required during the pandemic without much difficulty.” (P9)

Online shopping enables CWYV to gain information about various products, espe-
cially new products. This provides an opportunity for CWV to explore new products
and platforms. This exploration builds curiosity and positively impacts online shop-
ping. The satisfaction derived from online shopping builds confidence and motivates
CWYV to shop online again.

“Recently, I was searching for a tote bag online. I did not know what a tote bag was. I got to
know about a tote bag from my sister. I searched online to get an idea about a tote bag. So,
I get information about new products and get an idea of the product through online shop-
ping platforms. I have not yet touched or felt a tote bag, but I know fairly much about it now.
This curiosity drives me to shop. I like gathering information about products, especially new
products, through online shopping platforms and then going to the store to touch and feel
the product.” (P4)

“After shopping online, I feel very happy when the products are good. If the products are
good and satisfy my needs, I get confident to shop further from online platforms.” (P1)

Overall CWV encountered a combination of positive and negative experiences
while undertaking online shopping. CWYV faced challenges as some websites and shop-
ping applications were inaccessible and non-compatible with screen readers and other
assistive technologies. However, CWV employed personalized strategies to overcome
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some challenges and smoothly undertake online shopping. Online shopping provides
the benefit of independence, fostering normalcy and contributing to their well-being.

4.2. Emerging Trends

This section probes into the patterns and preferences for online shopping that emerged
from the data. An exploration was made to uncover the effect of the demographic factor
of gender on the preference for online shopping among CWV.

Table 2
Preference by Participants Towards Various Modes of Shopping
Modes of shopping Preference by participants
Online Shopping 7
In-store Shopping 3
Mixed Opinions S

(Both Online & In-store)

Table 2 depicts the preference of CWV towards various modes of shopping. The
majority of the participants in the study indicated a strong preference to shop online
compared to shopping in a store. This indicates a growing preference for online shop-
ping among the CWV. Seven out of fifteen participants preferred to shop online, where-
as only three preferred to shop in a retail store, and the remaining five participants had
mixed opinions. The participants’ mixed opinions about shopping online or in a store
stem from their various shopping circumstances. The choice of shopping in a store or
online is influenced by the nature of products, availability of time, location, and current
circumstances of CWV.

“My preference to shop online or in a store depends on various situations and circumstanc-
es. If T have time and the market is nearby, I prefer to shop in a store. Sometimes, I will not
find the product I am looking for in the store, so I do online shopping. If T have time and if I
can wait for the product, I shop online.” (P7)

“Again, it depends on the products. For some products, I prefer to shop in the store. For
fresh produce, I prefer to go to the store and purchase them. If I shop in a store for fruits and
vegetables, I can feel and touch and inspect the quality. However, for other products, I prefer
to shop mostly online” (P11)

“I like to research online and shop in the store if it is a new product or brand. If I need to
shop immediately, I prefer to go online. If T have spare time, I want to check out products and
touch and feel them, then I prefer to shop in the store. For me, sometimes it is a combination
of online and shopping in a store” (P4)

The preference for online shopping stems mainly from its convenience. However,
convenience can have multiple meanings for CWV. The data revealed that the conveni-
ence of online shopping can be in the form of saving time, less tiring, and home delivery.
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“Sometimes I am busy with work, and I do not have the time to go to the store and shop for
products. On those busy days, online shopping saves time.” (P10)

“I feel online shopping saves time. I do not need to go to the store, and this enables me to
save transportation costs and time. Online shopping is better than spending hours in retail
stores and malls. I do not have to walk around the stores to locate the products. I can sit at

home and do the shopping. This is why I feel online shopping is less tiring.” (P6)

“We can order products online at any time, be it early morning or late night. This aspect of
online shopping is convenient. Hence, I can come back from work and order products.” (P2)

“One of the important benefits of online shopping is that products purchased get delivered
to my doorsteps. I do not have to carry heavy groceries home.” (P11)

Table 3
Preference for Various Modes of Shopping Based on Gender
Modes of Shopping Preferer-lc'e by Male Preferen?e-by Female
participants Participants
Online Shopping 4 3
In-Store Shopping Nil 3
Mixed Opinions 4 ]

(Both online and in-store)

An exploration of the demographic factor of gender revealed that the online shop-
ping preference of CWV differed by gender. Table 3 depicts the preference for various
modes of shopping based on gender. All participants who preferred shopping in stores
rather than online shopping were women. Moreover, among the seven participants who
preferred online shopping, four were males, and the remaining three were female par-
ticipants. This indicates that women CWV have a lower preference for shopping online.
The literature on CWV has no evidence of gender differences in the preference for on-
line shopping. However, studies on sighted consumers have revealed that men prefer to
shop online more than women (Rajamma & Neeley, 2005).

S. Discussion

The study’s findings reveal that online shopping positively impacts the independence of
CWYV, aligning with the findings of Kaufman-Scarborough and Childers (2009). How-
ever, while undertaking online shopping, CWV encounters accessibility challenges,
in line with the findings of Kaufman-Scarborough and Childers (2009) and Schaefer
(2003). The major accessibility-related obstacles faced by CWV while shopping online
are inaccessible images, lack of description, and challenges in returning the product or
claiming a refund. The problem of inaccessibility of images was also reported in the
studies by Cohen et al. (2020, 2023) and Inan et al. (2016). This study brought out the
challenges faced by CWV while returning or claiming refunds from online platforms,
which was not reported in the existing literature.
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This study reveals that accessibility challenges encountered by CWV demotivate
them to undertake online shopping. The conditions of website accessibility must be
improved to ensure equality and inclusion for all. The World Wide Web Consortium
(W3C) has made efforts to promote the accessibility of websites for disabled web us-
ers and authors. The Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI) has created awareness and
developed model resources to guide organizations in developing accessible websites
(Sloan et al., 2006). The Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) developed
by the W3C are standards that ensure digital accessibility (World Wide Web Consor-
tium, 2023a). The latest guideline by W3C is Web Content Accessibility Guidelines
(WCAG) 2.2, released on S October 2023 (World Wide Web Consortium, 2023b).

In India, the Rights of Persons with Disability Act 2016 (RPWD) promotes the ac-
ceptance of PWD and ensures their social engagement (Math et al., 2019). Section 40
of the RPWD Act directs the laying down of standards for accessibility for physical
environment, transportation, and information and communication technologies. The
Guidelines for Indian Government Websites (GIGW 3.0) were developed by the Min-
istry of Electronics and Information Technology based on the WCAG 2.1 (National
Informatics Centre, 2023). However, the scope of GIGW 3.0 is limited to government
websites and applications (National Informatics Centre, 2023). The compliance with
WCAG is voluntary in India (Narasimhan, 2017). Service providers must consider the
WACG guidelines when designing websites and applications. It is crucial to consider
the viewpoints of PWD while developing and designing new technologies and actively
involving them in the process (Baumgartner et al., 2023). The benefits of higher sales
offset the cost of designing an accessible website or application and, in turn, foster in-
clusion.

The study’s findings indicated that CWV encountered difficulty undertaking the re-
turn and refund process after shopping online. Service providers must consider ways
to simplify after-sales services like returns and refunds, keeping in mind the needs of
CWYV. The ease of the return and refund process builds confidence in CWV and en-
courages them to shop online. Moreover, returns, refunds, and product exchanges in-
crease satisfaction and motivate consumers to continue shopping online (Javed & Wu,
2020).

The study reveals a growing preference among CWYV to adopt online shopping.
However, women customers with visual impairment had a lower preference for on-
line shopping. Future research could employ the Unified Theory of Acceptance and
Use of Technology (UTAUT) to quantitatively understand the factors that impact the
adoption of online shopping. UTAUT model can predict behavioral intention to adopt
technology, considering factors such as risk, trust, cost, and self-efficacy (Al-Saedi et
al,, 2020). Upcoming studies could investigate the impact of demographics, like age
and technological proficiency of CWYV, on the preference to adopt online shopping.
Understanding the shopping experience of PWD will aid in recognizing the path to-
ward inclusion and equality (Eskyté, 2019). Services become inclusive when the needs

102



Greeshma Benny Thadikaran, Sandeep Kumar Singh. Fostering Inclusion in Digital Marketplace:
Vistas into the Online Shopping Experiences of Consumers with Visual Impairment in India

of diverse consumers are met (Hollenbeck & Patrick, 2023). Collective efforts of all
stakeholders are needed to ensure inclusion in the digital marketplace.

6. Practical Implications

This study provides insights for improving the online shopping experiences for CWV.
The study recommends improving the website’s accessibility and online shopping
applications to accommodate the diverse needs of all consumers and provide equali-
ty. Firstly, service providers must review their existing websites and online shopping
applications to ensure they align with the WCAG guidelines to improve accessibility.
Further, PWD should be consulted while designing a new website and applications to
incorporate their needs. Subsequently, after designing, PWD should test the websites
and applications to ensure accessibility.

Instant delivery online service providers must try to incorporate more product de-
scriptions into their websites and shopping applications. Product information such
as expiry dates, ingredients used, and nutritional facts must be clearly mentioned in
descriptions of products, especially food products. The availability of more informa-
tion allows CWV to make informed decisions. The challenges faced by CWV claim-
ing refunds for damaged products and initiating returns could be addressed by service
providers by incorporating the provision of uploading videos of damaged products to
claim refunds. This is particularly beneficial for CWYV, as uploading a photograph can be
challenging. Streamlining the process of claiming refunds and returns can boost confi-
dence and motivate CWV to shop online.

7. Conclusion

This study portrays the experiences customers with visual impairment (CWV) en-
counter while shopping online. CWYV faced both positive and negative experiences
while undertaking online shopping. The negative experiences include the challenges
CWYV face while shopping online. The significant challenges CWV encounter while
shopping online are accessibility issues such as inaccessible images, lack of description,
and difficulty returning and claiming refunds. The findings also reveal that accessibility
issues demotivate CWV to shop online.

Despite these challenges, CWV employed tailor-made strategies to overcome inac-
cessibility. Some of the strategies used by CWV include dependence on technology, re-
view of products provided by consumers, or reliance on their memory from past shop-
ping experiences. This study reports a growing preference for online shopping among
CWV. The benefits of online shopping in the form of convenience, personal well-being,
and independence can be attributed to this growing preference.

Research to understand the shopping experiences of CWV is in the infancy stage.
Efforts should be made to further the research domain and cater to the needs of CWV.
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With the growing preference for online shopping, it becomes vital to ensure that shop-
ping websites and applications are accessible and user-friendly for CWV. CWV should
be considered as mainstream consumers, and efforts should be made to cater to their
needs. Marketplaces should strive to provide equal opportunities for all consumers.
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