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Sensory Ethnography



“Sensory”

• Visual (vision)
• Auditory (sound)
• Tactile (touch)
• Olfactory (smell) 
• Gustatory (taste)



“Sensory”

• Visual (vision)
• Auditory (sound)
• Tactile (touch)
• Olfactory (smell) 
• Gustatory (taste)
• Vestibular (body movement)
• Proprioception (body awareness)



Inclusive Sensory Ethnography

• Internal senses shape daily uses of 
media and technology

• Natural variations in human ability to 
organize sensations 

• Address diversity in how both 
researchers and research participants
process sensory information





Overview

• Background
• Fieldwork
• Implications



Background

• Cultural and social shaping of sensory 
regulation and dysregulation

• Baggs, 2007; Bascom, 2012; Yergeau, 2017

• Neurodiverse approaches to ethnography
• Donnellan, Hill, & Leary, 2010; Leekam et al., 2007

• Lived experiences of autistic individuals 
with media and technology

• Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2014; Ringland et al., 2016



Fieldwork

• On-going (2012-2014, 2016-)
• Interviews and observations
• “Doing with” media activities
• 29 autistic children and 

families (parents, siblings)
• 3-8 years old



Inclusive sensory ethnography sheds 
light on how the proprioceptive and 
vestibular senses shape mediated 
relationships, practices, intimacies, and 
spaces, and the interconnected nature 
of the senses.



Proprioception



Proprioception



Vestibular
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Interconnection



Implications

• Material changes in mediated sensory 
environment (instead of making bodies 
conform to sensory spaces)

• Normative assumptions about bodies in 
cultural tensions about negative effects of 
sensory objects on attention and 
hyperactivity

• Sensory privileges (and disadvantages) 
of able-bodied researchers





Conclusion

• Inclusive sensory ethnography intervenes 
by attending to users at sensory margins 
of largely neurotypical world

• Generates new possibilities for 
understanding role of proprioceptive and 
vestibular sensory systems

• Orients media and technology studies 
towards more critical awareness of 
sensory processing and perception
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