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Abstract  Interpreter services for deafblind people are relatively new services, and the 
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various ways in different countries. The area of communication adjusted to deafblind 
people’s tactile modality remains an area under international development. This article 
investigates the development of deafblind persons interpreter services from a Norwegian 
perspective, with a specific focus on the techniques developed to convey information on 
the environment to deafblind participants through haptic communication.
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﻿1	 Introduction

Using Norwegian data, the aim of this article is to present the 
ongoing developments of communication practices in the provision 
of interpreter services for the deafblind population and for society. 
Part of this development has been a raising awareness of the tactile 
modality of communication, where the use of varies tactile signals is a 
growing area of interest and use. As part of the interpreter services, 
these relatively new signals have contributed to the increased quality 
of environmental description in an effective and simultaneous 
form – adjusted to empower a tactile orientation toward interaction 
and communication. 

Different options in terminology are in for use for such signals 
where the body of the deafblind person functions as an articulation 
place for physical information signals – as for instance ‘social-haptic 
communication’ and ‘haptic communication’. In this paper, we adopt 
the term ‘haptic communication’ and ‘haptic signals’ for such signals 
and communication forms. The impact of the haptic communication 
in deafblind society will be of specific focus in this paper, where the 
discussion will try to answer the research question: How have haptic 
signals become a part of interpreter services for deafblind people?

2	 A Nordic Focus on Deafblindness

Within the Nordic countries, there is a collaboration on issues 
regarding social welfare. Because deafblind people are only found 
in small numbers in every Scandinavian country, the Nordic Council 
of Ministers established a study to report on their status (Petrén 
1980). An important point in this report was the agreement that the 
combination of deafness and blindness functions as a separate and 
unique disability, namely deafblindness. The Nordic report on issues 
related to the deafblind population (Petrén 1980) concluded on three 
needed actions, all relevant as a background for this current study’s 
research question: 

Figure 1  Three of the conclusions from Petrén 1980
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2.1	 Agreement on a Nordic Definition of Deafblindness

In the description of the deafblind population, the Nordic Report 
provided a Nordic definition of deafblindness, identifying the group 
to be those totally deaf and blind, those having residual hearing and 
residual vision, those born with deafblindness, and those acquiring 
deafblindness after the age of learning a language (Petrén 1980). 
Based on the individuals’ level of function living with this combination 
of impairments, deafblindness was proposed to be a specific disability. 
The Nordic agreement on the definition of deafblindness was 
formulated as follows (English translation from Göransson 2008, 22-3):

A person is deafblind when he or she has a severe degree of 
combined visual and auditory impairment. Some deafblind people 
are totally deaf and blind, while others have residual hearing 
and residual vision. The combination of impairments mutually 
reduces the prospect of using the potential residual vision or 
hearing. This means that people with deafblindness cannot 
automatically utilize services for people with visual impairments 
or with hearing impairments. Thus deafblindness entails extreme 
difficulties with regard to schooling, further education, working 
life, family and social life, cultural activities, and information. 
For those who are born deafblind or acquire deafblindness at 
an early age, the situation is complicated by the fact that they 
have additional problems affecting their personality or behavior. 
Such complications further reduce their chances of using any 
residual vision or hearing and also make the development of 
other functions more difficult. Deafblindness must therefore be 
regarded as a separate disability which requires special methods 
for communication and special methods for coping with the 
functions of everyday life. (Petrén 1980, 78-9) 

This definition of deafblindness points to a highly heterogeneous group 
in terms of age, living conditions, and educational and communicative 
background. This definition was quickly put to use and had an impact on 
introducing the need for further work to be done at the Nordic level as 
well as internationally. For a more updated version of the definition, see 
the Nordic Leadership Forum on Deafblindness (2024). This functional 
definition states that dual sensory loss affects functions in daily life in 
several critical areas. The effect of dual sensory loss is so severe that in 
1980, the following formulation was used for the deafblind population: 
“deafblindness entails extreme difficulties with regard to schooling, 
further education, working life, family and social life, cultural activities, 
and information” (see above quotation from Göransson 2008, 22-3). 
With this background, the Nordic countries started to improve and 
establish services for their deafblind populations. 
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﻿2.2	 Awareness of Varying Communication Methods

The Nordic report from 1980 was precise when it came to describing 
the diversity within the groups of deafblind persons. There were 
various communication methods and modalities among those born 
deafblind and those having first acquired a language (visual/manual 
or oral/spoken) before becoming deafblind. Several communication 
techniques were in use but were not quantified in the report. However, 
as part of the first Norwegian national survey, the communication 
methods used between the interviewer and identified deafblind 
persons were considered categories for these communication 
methods for the total diagnosed population (Sosialdepartementet 
1977, 45-6):

Figure 2  The diversity of communication techniques and modalities (elaborated by the Author)

Many of the deafblind persons had very few people in their 
surroundings they were able to communicate with. Isolation was a 
frequent theme when describing the individual person’s life. Among 
the group of deafblind persons, many found it hard to understand 
other deafblind persons who used another way of communication 
than their own. This meant that when reaching out in society, but also 
within the group of deafblind persons, there were severe challenges 
in interaction and a lack of belonging to a community where one is 
easily understood. The general awareness of communication with 
deafblind persons was an area that society had little information 
on in the early 1980s. Techniques of what today is named haptic 
signals or haptic communication are not listed in figure 3, since such 
methods were not developed and taken in use back then. 
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2.3	 Specific Services are Needed

The Nordic survey pointed toward several needed services, among 
them the need for interpreter services (Petrén 1980). The need for 
guiding and interpreting service had also been commented among 
deafblind persons from the first Norwegian national survey from 1977 
(Sosialdepartementet 1977). In the recommendations, it was suggested 
to develop a combined guide and interpreter services. In a follow up 
Nordic report, the elements of such a service and a future draft for 
a Nordic curriculum for education of interpreters for the deafblind 
population were made (Hansen 1984). It took some years to get national 
education programs running to train interpreters. The process was 
supported by the United Nations’ focus on disability and human rights, 
which led the process of expanding the regulation of social welfare to 
include deafblind persons’ right to have interpreters working in health 
care, the educational system, and in cultural and daily living events. 

3	 Background and Context

In the Scandinavian countries, the work to improve the situation for 
deafblind individuals has a clear starting point. In the late 1970s, 
the Norwegian official health authorities took action to learn more 
about the status of the deaf and blind population. There existed 
little information on this group, and there was a need to learn 
more on basic questions such as: Where do we find those in our 
society who are deafblind or who have a severe combined loss of 
sight and hearing? How many individuals are deafblind? To what 
degree are they occupied and take part in society? How do they 
communicate? What are their needs for services? Investigations 
were needed to bring more knowledge on the group and to discuss 
the needs among individuals and the population having dual sensory 
loss (Sosialdepartementet 1977). Important questions were raised, 
and challenges were identified by this first national survey led by 
the health authorities in the years 1976 and 1977, and this led to 
more systematic work in this field (Sosialdepartementet 1977). 
Among the population of about 5 million Norwegian inhabitants at 
the time, a total of 202 persons were diagnosed with deafblindness 
(Sosialdepartementet 1977). The group was heterogeneous when 
it came to background and preferred communication methods, the 
average age was high, few were engaged in paid work, many did not 
make use of society’s general offerings, and most had reduced or no 
access to ordinary public services. The survey concluded that there 
was little knowledge about the group and that actions were needed.



Lingue dei segni e sordità 10 68
The Integration of Social-Haptic Communication in Deafblind Interpreting and Educational Settings, 63-80

﻿ From 1980 to 1990, the United Nations encouraged the 
implementation of services and regulations aiming at reaching more 
equality for all populations, including those with disabilities.

During this period, in Norway the local authorities financed 
support services for deafblind people. This was an important step 
towards more inclusive positions in the deafblind person’s daily life, 
neighborhood, and community.

The right to interpreters was incorporated into the Norwegian 
national insurance law of 1986, and the service had to be provided 
by certified professionals in interpretation and guiding and had to 
be free of charge. From the beginning, the regulations were limited 
to a specific number of hours per year financed by the government. 
Strong lobbying work from the deafblind associations, among others, 
changed this from 200 hours a year for each deafblind person to 
500 hours, to today’s regulation providing free use of the service 
based on the individual’s needs (Lov om folketrygd 2023). From the 
beginning of the 1990s onwards, there was development from a 
voluntary working profession to a professional interpreter and guide 
service (Raanes, Berge 2017).

In 1993, the Nordic Council of Ministers’ administration for disability 
performed a follow-up study on the status of deafblind people. One of 
their main points was the need for increased cooperation between 
associations for deafblind people, the parents’ organization for 
deafblind children, and the public services with the aim to improve the 
living conditions for the deafblind population. Access to information 
was another critical point, and this included access to information 
via interpreters as well as supporting deafblind persons’ ability to 
get access to information sources and to avoid isolation (Nordiska 
Nämndenför handikappfrågor 1993, 75; SOU 1991).

A Nordic training center for staff working with deafblind children 
and adults was established (NUD). NUD ran courses and intensively 
published materials to inform the professionals and the public. 
Development in the field and staff training were supported by Nordic 
resources and studies, and national education programs for deafblind 
children and rehabilitation centers for those with deafblindness were 
established in Norway starting in the 1980s. 

The Norwegian Association for the Deafblind (FNDB) had for many 
years worked to establish needed services for deafblind people to be 
able to take part in society, and the national survey on deafblindness 
from 1977 had as one of the conclusions the need for guides and 
interpreters (Sosialdepartementet 1977, 45). The first interpreter 
training oriented toward the deafblind started in 1983 as short-term 
course run by the Department of Education. Admission to the course 
included an entrance examination in sign language and ended with a 
certification test in interpreting and guiding for deafblind persons. 
At the beginning, this training was only a 7-week education course, 
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but later the education model developed into a university program 
in 1990 – first as a 1-year full time program and then as a 3-year 
Bachelor program. In the curricula for the university education in 
sign language and interpreting, interpreting for deafblind clients 
was part of the program, including interpreting for the deaf and sign 
language as main subjects (Erlenkamp et al. 2011). 

When the interpreter education was organized as ordinary 
programs of higher education, several structures around the 
curriculum had to be strengthened. The interpreter program went 
through an intensive process of improvement supported by the 
development of a theoretical foundation, especially theories for 
teaching subjects of tactile sign language, and a focus on using 
sign language grammar and interpreting skills in various arenas.1 
Teaching practical knowledge in the subject as well as developing 
research-based knowledge became areas of focus (Urdal 2017). As 
areas of specific knowledge, both national and international studies 
were included in the education as a basis for discussions and training.

During the early 2000s, the input from the deafblind community 
on the need for developing strategies for having access to one’s 
environment through haptic signals was incorporated as a topic 
in the interpreting curriculum. This provided new awareness and 
knowledge on how interpreting and interaction could benefit from 
haptic information. 

4	 Evolution of Communication in Tactile Modality

The awareness and skills in communication methods in use among 
the deafblind community has seen ongoing developments within this 
community, and there has been increased knowledge among service 
providers, in academia, and institutions working on communication 
and other services needed by deafblind persons.

The first dissertation on tactile sign language was Mesch’ study on 
tactile Swedish sign language from 1998, followed by studies of other 
national tactile sign languages (Mesch 1998; Mesch et al. 2015; Collins 
2004; Raanes 2006), and interpreter-mediated communications have 
been studied using data regarding deafblind persons’ communication 
methods (Berge, Raanes 2013; Gabarró-López, Mesch 2020; Raanes 
2020a). There are still several aspects where more basic knowledge 
within communication and interaction in tactile sign language needs 
to be developed. New methodical resources – with corpus-based 

1  See the Bachelor Program in Sign Language Interpreter of the Norwegian University 
of Science and Technology, Trondheim, at the link: https://www.ntnu.edu/studies/
ltbatgtolk.

https://www.ntnu.edu/studies/ltbatgtolk
https://www.ntnu.edu/studies/ltbatgtolk
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﻿studies, cross-signing data, and studies on empirical data on 
communication and interpreter-mediated interaction – are areas 
that hopefully will contribute to useful developments in this field of 
linguistic and professional knowledge. 

5	 The Development of Haptic Communication

The awareness and regional development of haptic signals as part of 
the communication within the deafblind society were led by deafblind 
teachers and researchers. Some of this development is built on 
structures already used among deafblind persons. Tactile reception 
and tactile modality were in use by signing, fingerspelling, and a 
few response signals given on the person’s hand or body. Standard 
response signals for ‘yes’ and ‘no’ – received as tapping and touched 
signals made on the deafblind person’s hand – have a long tradition 
in communication for deafblind people and have been documented 
in Nordic journals for the deaf as far back as the nineteenth century 
(Keller 1864). From the early years of the twentieth century, this 
body-based channel of information signals started to be explored 
further in the Nordic countries as haptic signals.

These new haptic signals were spread by courses and through 
training. In Norway, the deafblind teacher Trine Næss led the 
development of haptic signals in a Norwegian context, and over several 
years she took part in national and Nordic courses involving deafblind 
persons, their family members, interpreters, and rehabilitation 
staff where haptic signals were trained to be included as part of 
everyday communication. Deafblind instructors were specifically 
trained and contributed to a raised awareness of communication 
and of deafblind people’s participation. In all Nordic countries, the 
associations for the deafblind started working to spread information 
on the system of haptic signals. Associations for deafblind persons 
and by the Nordic staff education (NUD) contributed by producing 
instructional materials and papers on these developing techniques 
(Næss 2002; Lahtinen 2003; Nielsen 2012). The use of haptic 
information signals has become an international research area, 
with some variations of signs and terminology, including terms as 
social-haptic communication, haptic communication, or pro-tactile 
movement (Næss 2002; Lahtinen 2003; Edwards 2014; Bjørge, Rehder 
2015).

Within rehabilitation, interpreter education, and interpreter 
services in Norway, there was an increased use of haptic signals in the 
deafblind community at the beginning of the 2000s. We can conclude 
that services and methods have spread and have gained ground over 
a relatively short period. As relatively easy signals to learn, many 
embraced the signals, and studies in Norway showed the signals 
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specifically useful for those having acquired deafblindness and who 
used the signals in combination with clear speech/reduced hearing. 
This is described in the studies by Skåren (2011) and Raanes (2020b), 
in which a range of everyday situations were regarded positively 
in terms of feeling empowered and in control in interactions when 
the interpreters added haptic signals into the interpreter-mediated 
communication. It took some more time before the signals were taken 
into use for the deafblind signing population (Raanes, Berge 2011). 

6	 International Reports and Status

In 2018, the World Federation of the Deafblind (WFDB) presented an 
initial global report on a population-based analysis of persons with 
deafblindness. The report showed that persons with deafblindness 
in general are a very diverse group that remain hidden in their 
societies and concluded with three areas in need of further work: 
1) international acknowledgment and recognition of deafblindness 
as a unique and distinct disability, 2) publicly funded interpretation 
services providing interpreter-guides, and 3) funding for further 
research and strengthening needed support (WFDB 2018). These 
conclusions are in many ways parallel to the status presented in the 
Nordic report by the Council of Ministers in 1980. 

The second global report by the WFDB, Good Practices and 
Recommendations for the Inclusion of Persons with Deafblindness, 
showed some positive developments in terms of awareness and 
services for the deafblind (WFDB 2023a). In 2023, a report with a 
specific focus on the oldest part of the population was also published 
(WFDB 2023b). The WFDB now identifies a new subgroup “Those 
who were both sighted and hearing until they started losing both 
senses due to ageing” – to be the largest group among the deafblind 
population (WFDB 2023c, 3). As deafblindness becomes more common 
as people age, this subgroup has challenges described as follows: 

its members are usually unfamiliar with the experience of being 
Deafblind and with alternative means of communication, and 
therefore experience more difficulties to communicate, read, 
access information, and move independently. (WFDB 2023c, 3) 

The report concludes that the elderly deafblind population “is the least 
equipped to bridge the communication gap that is opening between 
them and their surroundings” (WFDB 2023c, 3). Internationally, 
there are few actions to improve the elderly part of the deafblind 
population’s living conditions, and this is also true for the Nordic 
countries.
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﻿ The report from the WFDB (2023a) also pointed to the ways in 
which awareness and empowerment of the groups of deafblind persons 
have improved over the last decades. There have internationally 
been several parallel processes in terms of initiatives aiming to 
improve access to information and communication. In guidelines 
for communication with deafblind people, international resources 
and studies show a clear picture of how deafblind persons’ tactile 
communication has developed. In a core publication from 2002, 
Theresa B. Smith described the ways the deafblind community in 
the United States communicates. Even though minimal response 
signals produced by tapping on the interlocuter’s body are described 
as being part of the communicative repertoire, the concept of what 
today are called haptic signals or pro-tactile communication was still 
not part of the described communication (Smith 2002, 99). 

Digital tools as well as the emerging techniques of haptic 
communication have influenced the field. As part of an ongoing 
European development project, Laura Volpato has introduced haptic 
communication among Italian deafblind persons, their caregivers, 
and staff and has helped spread and develop the system. The signals 
are modified and adjusted to the national group’s communication 
(Volpato 2023). In Willoughby et al.’s (2018) study, an overview of the 
status of tactile signing language is provided. Studies and services 
can thus be seen as an ongoing development and awareness of the 
group, their needed services, and their communication systems. 

7	 Documenting Evolution in the Use of Haptic Signals  
in Norway

During the last decades, deafblind communication has undergone an 
evolution where a tactile orientation towards interaction has been 
strengthened and the use of haptic signals has become a natural part 
of the communication repertoire. From the beginning, such haptic 
signals were seen to be useful, but there were also those among 
the sign language-speaking deafblind population having a different 
opinion. During my own studies, and by working within this field 
over time, I have witnessed the introduction of haptic signals for the 
deafblind community. During my own PhD work, I gathered groups 
of tactile signers in 2000 and 2002 (Raanes 2006). In the video-
recorded data of deafblind persons communicating, there were in 
general no observations of other haptic signals than the conventional 
response signals by light tapping or stroking signals for ‘yes’ and 
‘no’. As said above, those tapping signals have a long tradition in 
deafblind person’s communication (Keller 1864). For my PhD studies, 
I also interviewed tactile signers who commented on how they felt a 
possible disturbance in their conversation by being touched on the 
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body. They expressed that such signals would prompt them to turn or 
to let go of ongoing conversations to concentrate on something else 
going on. Among the primarily signing deafblind informants, they 
were not sure of this as a method for themselves to use or signals they 
needed. However, they reported that they were open to the situation 
where deafblind persons could use hearing aids as a communication 
method and where such new haptic bodily signals could orient the 
person on what was happening in their surroundings. 

In 2007, I worked in collaboration with my colleague Sigrid Berge 
on a new project in which deafblind persons were involved in the 
collection of empirical data from a meeting of an association for 
deafblind persons. In videotaped conversations and interviews, it 
was seen that the deafblind persons and their interpreters took into 
use various bodily haptic information signals. Compared to what 
was seen in datasets from the very early years of the 2000s, there 
had been a change toward haptic signals becoming part of the 
communication. In interviews with the deafblind informants, they 
commented as follows: “for me it is the best system ever invented” or 
“yes in some situations these signals are useful for me”. The attitude 
had turned, and there had been a movement from skepticism to 
acceptance (Berge, Raanes 2013). 

Material for haptic communication was incorporated in the 
education programs for interpreters and in rehabilitation programs 
for persons with deafblindness and blindness from the early years 
of the twentieth century. The research found positive attitudes as 
to the usefulness of haptic signals for deafblind as well as blind 
participants. The first studies regarding experiences with haptic 
communication indicated a strengthened feeling of access among 
those taking part in the situations (Lahtinen, Lahtinen, Palmer 2010; 
Skåren 2011; Berge 2020; Raanes, Berge 2021).

The process leading to this change is based on multiple factors 
which will be discussed in the following three subsections: 
improvement in services and knowledge (§ 7.1), identity, awareness, 
and empowerment (§ 7.2), and progress and continuing work (§ 7.3).

7.1	 Improvement in Services and Knowledge

This review has documented an ongoing development, where 
there have been emerging services and aids assisting persons 
with deafblindness (Sosialdepartementet 1977; Petrén 1980; SOU 
1991). Interpreting has become an important service and is central 
to opening social services for the deafblind population. To have 
qualified interpreters suitable for the deafblind population’s needs 
is a continuing process. Legal regulations and the establishment 
of interpreter services have been important parts in the process of 
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﻿improving deafblind persons’ participation in society. Official work on 
the government level supported by an international focus of disability 
groups through the United Nations has put a focus on deafblindness 
and made changes possible for the population of deafblind people. 
Interpreter mediation in rehabilitation and education has been 
crucial in the process of opening the society and improving living 
conditions for deafblind persons. The services of interpreting have 
undergone many improvements in the last few decades, and the 
professionalization of the field has increased.

The establishment of interpreter services and regional 
organizations were important to meeting the needs for deafblind 
people to be active in family life, work, cultural participation, and 
society. Access to information has been developed through new 
services and improved technical and digital aids. The change in 
the definition of deafblindness has removed the formulations of 
“extreme difficulties” and replaced this with an understanding of how 
deafblindness is not incompatible with being able to contribute to 
society. The consequences of deafblindness requires rehabilitation, 
aids, and specific services adjusted to deafblind people’s needs 
(Gullacksen et al. 2011). The data from these studies in Norway 
show that during the past few decades, there have been dramatic 
improvements in several areas. 

The introduction of haptic signals has been emphasized in this 
review, where representatives of deafblind professionals and 
organizations for the deafblind have made important contributions. 
Haptic signals are today a part of the communication repertoire and 
are useful for deafblind persons and for society in general. Knowledge 
on communication through the tactile modality has contributed to a 
better understanding of tactile interactions and tactile orientation 
and has extended our understanding of human experiences and 
communication.

Dual sensory loss raises many practical and mental barriers to 
accessing activities. The lack of rehabilitation programs toward the 
oldest part of the population may mean that the services do not reach 
all those with deafblindness. The WFDB (2023b) states that among 
the oldest part of the population, there are important actions needed 
to improve access to services, society, and interactions. This is also 
relevant in the Nordic context.
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7.2	 Identity, Awareness, and Empowerment

Communication and identity are linked together, and to be understood 
and have access to information and participation is critical for all. 
Increased awareness of the deafblind population and improved 
interpreter services have strengthened the deafblind community 
and their access to society. The right to access to interpreters and 
the establishment of educational programs for interpreters have 
been important in the development of a more accessible society for 
deafblind persons. The development of haptic signals has supported 
the understanding of a tactile orientation and awareness. In addition 
to providing information, haptic signals may also emphasize the need 
for taking time to integrate the deafblind persons into the ongoing 
activity. Provision of haptic information and orientation may be 
understood as a way to empower deafblind persons’ feelings of access 
in interaction and to enable their participation in social activities. 
A similar development has been seen internationally, labeled with 
terms such as ‘social-haptic communication’ (Lahtinen 2003), ‘haptic 
signals’ (Næss 2002), and ‘pro-tactile movement’ (Edwards 2014), all 
of which have in common an emerging understanding of the tactile 
modality in communicative actions. 

From the early work of Riitta Lahtinen and Trine Næss, the haptic 
approaches have become well known and are still being developed 
for further use by children and for adults involved in a range of 
specific areas and purposes. An example of this was seen at the 
first international conference on haptic communication – Hapticconf 
2023 – arranged in Italy by Ca’ Foscari University of Venice in 
2023. Here several new approaches were presented, as was the 
presentation on the use of haptic signals for those training to work 
together with guide dogs (Timm 2023 and the article by Cathrine 
Timm Sundin and Nina Frisnes Øyan in this volume). Haptic signals 
are thus being adopted and adjusted toward various areas, needs, 
and personal preferences. 

7.3	 A Combined Process – Clear Improvements and Starting 
from Basics 

There are several aspects on how to answer the research question on 
how haptic signals have become a part of the interpretation services. 
The services and knowledge around deafblindness can be described 
as a field with steady and clear improvements. Within the established 
services and among those deafblind persons actively working at 
participating in society and social life, there has been progress 
in knowledge and offerings. Interpreting services and general 
knowledge among care givers, families, and deafblind persons in 
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﻿terms of tactile communication, rehabilitation, and haptic signals 
makes these people’s lives easier. Thus, recent developments might be 
presented as a rising linear improvement with a growth in knowledge 
and in the number of services for the population of deafblind people. 
As part of these improvements, there has been increased identity, 
awareness, and empowerment among its members. 

Not all those who are deafblind are included in this development, 
however. While there has been positive development among the 
population of deafblind, there are still groups facing the risk of being 
excluded in interactions and who live under conditions as described 
in the first Nordic definition on deafblindness, namely under extreme 
difficulties. Undiagnosed elderly persons with combined sensory 
deprivation, children with specific special needs, and persons with 
the use of alternative and argumentative communication are among 
groups where a tactile approach to communication and interaction 
may be useful and may extend the available inputs of communications 
patterns. 

Due to the average high age in the group of deafblind, many 
are often not mentally capable of arguing for the many services 
and aids they need. The new persons joining the population of the 
deafblind are usually elderly people, as described in the WFDB report 
from 2023. Those becoming deafblind may take a long time to be 
introduced and motivated to undergo rehabilitation and to start 
the process of learning new skills. The new orientation process 
may be complicated and involves the deafblind person, family, 
caregivers, and professional service providers in the person’s local 
community. Because these people belong to a rare group, it may take 
time to establish the needed knowledge and information to learn 
to use adaptive services and aids. Both in Norwegian as well as in 
international data, those becoming deafblind in the elderly part of 
the population are at risk of not getting the needed attention and help 
they need, thus resulting in challenges for both the deafblind person 
and those around them. 

In parallel with this process of improvement, the perspectives may 
also be described as a circular orientation toward those experiencing 
becoming deafblind and those around them who are being introduced 
and recruited into the field of deafblindness. For many, the starting 
point of understanding the challenges and issues concerning this 
field is of little knowledge and awareness. Within different groups of 
the deafblind population, the process will have to be starting from a 
very basic level – again and again. 
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8	 Conclusions

In this study, I have investigated how haptic signals have become a 
part of interpreter services for deafblind people. In the Norwegian 
context, I have documented the process of how interpreting services 
have developed and the way haptic communication has been spread in 
society. Important parts of this process have been legal regulations 
regarding the right to interpreter service and governmental 
funding of education programs for interpreters. These services have 
strengthened deafblind persons individually and as a group.

The ongoing development and awareness of the deafblind 
population, the services they need, and their communication methods 
are documented here based on Norwegian data. The WFDB suggests 
in their report from 2023 that there should be a new definition of 
how deafblindness is understood, which is related to the prevalence 
of dual sensory impairment (hearing and vision loss) that increases 
substantially with age and influences the services that need to be 
developed. On-demand interpreter services are important services 
to give access to information, participation, and rehabilitation for 
deafblind persons. The development of haptic signals as a new 
method might be introduced and spread among deafblind people in 
a wide area with the potential to strengthen interaction processes. 
This study shows the need for continuing work to include deafblind 
persons and to improve their access to services and participation in 
social life and social activities. 
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