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Welcoming Disabled Audiences
Audience Development is all about creating relationships that are underpinned
by:
1. Good communication
2. Trust
3. Respect
It’s no different when you’re thinking about your d/Deaf and Disabled Audience.
Although no-one is intentionally excluding d/Deaf and Disabled Audiences, our
work for Belfast City Council in 2017 found that 13% fewer Disabled People are
attending events than the total Belfast population. We know, from the
development of Belfast City Council’s Cultural Strategy, that Disabled People
want to engage. We also know that Access issues prevent them from engaging
as much as they would like.
Clearly, there’s a way to go to improve accessibility.

When we use the term d/D & Disabled, we are abbreviating the term d/Deaf
People and Disabled People.
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The Social Model of Disability
The Social Model of Disability proposes that Disability is not an attribute of an
individual, but a collection of conditions created by the social environment. This
Model highlights that societal responsibility and action is the way to improve
participation. This means that we can make different choices, design for
inclusivity and develop stronger relationships with d/D &Disabled People to
close the gap in attendance at arts, cultural and heritage events.

About this toolkit
Thinking differently about Disability presents us with lots of new opportunities.
We know it can be difficult to work out where to start when it comes to
improving Access. Often the focus is on expensive solutions to Physical Access
like installing ramps, lifts and automatic doors.
Over the last 9 months we’ve been working with Rae Sofley and Matty Bell of
Molto Vivo, a collective of Disabled and non-Disabled Artists based in Belfast, to
better understand and improve Access for d/D &Disabled People in the arts,
culture and heritage sectors.
Together we ran a series of workshops to start people thinking differently and
more widely about Access. We learnt about the lived experiences of d/D &
Disabled People and thought about how to increase not only physical access, but
also social and intellectual.
This toolkit focuses on Social Access improvements that we can make quickly
and for no or low cost using some of the suggestions thought up during the
workshops.

Two Golden Rules
As Battersea Arts Centre say of their journey towards becoming a Relaxed
Venue, improving your Access is a process. There will always be things you can
improve on and we think these two golden rules will stand you in good stead
and help to build trust with your d/D & Disabled Audience:
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1. Provide as much information as possible so people can make the right
decision for them – accept that you’ll never be able to anticipate
everyone’s needs whether they are d/D & Disabled or non-Disabled. The
nicest thing you can do – and this really goes for all your audiences - is to
give them as much information about your show, your venue, your toilets
etc. as possible so they know what to expect. Then they can decide
whether they are able to and want to come to your event or venue and
can make plans based on accurate information.
2. Listen to your d/D & Disabled Audience – they are the experts in their
own lives and have been working out how to navigate a world that has
been designed by non-Disabled People for a long time. If you’re nonDisabled there is likely to be stuff about Disability that you just don’t
know. That’s okay, as long as you’re curious, open and respectful. Ask
people what their preferences are and be honest about when you can
and can’t meet them. Create opportunities to get feedback from your d/D
& Disabled Audience and act on it. And if you want to increase
engagement from your d/D & Disabled Audience, our team are happy to
help.
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Case Study – Battersea Arts Centre – A Relaxed Venue

Battersea Arts Centre re-launched in February 2020 as the world’s first relaxed
venue. They worked with Touretteshero to remove all barriers faced by Disabled
People, online and offline. They wanted to challenge the way theatre is
experienced and all of their shows to be relaxed performances. Their website
features Access information for all their performances, activities and services,
and is well worth a visit.

Website Wins
Brand new customers and regular ticket bookers alike will come to your website
before coming to your venue. In 2019, the number of disabled adults who were
recent internet users reached over 10 million for the first time, 78% of disabled
adults. If a d/D & Disabled Person visits your website and gets a sense from that
you’re not thinking about them, they’re not going to feel very welcome and may
decide it’s too big a risk to try your venue out in real life. Take this opportunity
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to set the tone and show your d/D & d/D & Disabled Audience that you
understand and respect them by making the following changes.

Stop saying your venue is fully Accessible
- it isn’t. No venue is! Preferences and ☐
requirements will continue to adapt the more d/D &Disabled People are
listened to and a lift, ramp and some spaces for wheelchairs doesn’t make
your venue ‘fully Accessible’. Providing good quality and accurate
information allows people to decide whether your building is accessible for
their individual needs. Show don’t tell. And on the same vein, don’t say your
venue isn’t Accessible either as it may be for some visitors.
Our venue is fully accessible

How to get here – whether it’s on your Access page or another page on your ☐
site make sure you give people enough information to find you and plan
their journey. Think about where this information is, and the tone that sets
for audiences. Often it can be found on the “About Us” page – but this
information is about them, your audiences, and might be better on a “Your
Visit” section that focuses on audience need.
Remember that this information is useful for everyone. Present it in a logical
way that matches a customer’s journey.
 Include a good-sized map that people can read and, if you can, link to
google maps.
 How do you get there using public transport? Give as much detail as
you can regarding route numbers and frequency of journeys. Also
remember to make sure that this is regularly checked for accuracy and
changes.
 How far is it from the closest bus stops and train stations? Give
estimated walking times and directions.
 Is there parking? Is there Accessible parking? What is the distance
from the spaces to your building, and how likely is it that there will be
free spaces at different times of the day and night.
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 What will audiences find when they arrive? Are there steps? A ramp?
A heavy door or an automatic door? Take some pictures and add
descriptive text about the entrance.

Create a visual story of your venue. Walk around your venue and take ☐
plenty of photos. Create a word document and take people on a visual tour
with simple explanations of each part of your venue. Remember to caption
your photos so everyone can understand what they’re looking at.

The MAC’s visual story
of their building is a
brilliant local example
of how you can
improve access to your
venue today with
resources that you
already have.

Another great example is Battersea Arts Centre’s visual story available to
download from their Access page.
Add a photograph of your Accessible toilet(s) like the Millennium Forum’s ☐
picture of their Changing Places Toilet. If your venue does not have an
Accessible toilet, take a photo of the toilets you do have and provide
information, like where they are in the building and what size they are.
Upload photographs of the outside of your building showing the door, ☐
steps, ramps, handrails etc.
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Make a video tour of your venue. If you’re feeling even more creative, get ☐
your phone out and film a walk round your venue. This might not be an
Accessible format to everyone but is a nice addition to your Access
information!
You could take inspiration from The Lowry’s interactive and virtual tour
video designed by Access Social but your video doesn’t need to be all singing
and dancing.

Online booking – do your d/D &Disabled Customers have the same booking ☐
experience as your non-Disabled Customers? If not, is it clear why not? Do
you make it easy for people to get in touch with a member of staff by
providing a phone number and email address?
Don’t be secretive about the number of seat spaces you have for
wheelchairs or how many pieces of equipment you have available for audio
description. Let people know if there are options to sit in ‘general’ seating
areas too! Be open, honest and transparent.
You can learn more about Access booking in this State of Access report.
Add headings to your website text so that it’s in readable chunks and is ☐
supportive of screen reader technology. Make sure your text is above 14pt
and that pictures, colours and textures aren’t getting in the way of your
important information.

Do you sell food and drink? If someone has dietary requirements, will they ☐
be able to work out from your online information what they can have? Have
you let people know they can bring their own food/drink if they have a
particular diet? A menu is also a good idea to have in your venue.
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Add an image description to photos on your website and social media like ☐
Replay Theatre Company.
Some people can’t see or understand images, including people who use
screen reader software. Image descriptions help them to access all your
information.

Replay Theatre Company
attended our Build Your
Dream Venue workshop
and started adding image
descriptions right away on
all their social media
platforms.
We tested it with a screen
reader extension and it
worked perfectly.

Tell people if your website has any Accessibility features and how to use ☐
them - like the Millennium Forum’s website
Accessable – if your venue is already on Accessable, a website and app that ☐
provides detailed access information about venues, link to your page and
use some of the information to enhance your own Access information.
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Chill out
A space to chill out at a busy and noisy event will provide some muchappreciated relief for some d/D & Disabled People, people who have anxiety and
people who are feeling stressed and overstimulated. The great news is that it
doesn’t have to cost loads of money.
Rae Sofley created this chill out space at last year’s Bounce Festival in University
of Atypical:

If you’ve got a separate room for your quiet space, that’s fantastic. But if not,
choose a corner of your venue to create a more chilled vibe, turn the lights down
a bit if you can, check your budget, and see what you can make available on this
list:
Communication

A friendly sign explaining what the space is for
Colour-coded lanyards for people to choose how and
whether they want to communicate with other people
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☐
☐

Ambience

☐
☐
☐
☐
☐

Cushions
Blankets and throws
Battery operated candles
Fairy lights
Comfy seats
Activities

Colouring books and pens
Soft toys and fabrics with interesting textures
Noise cancelling headphones and soft ear plugs
Charger cables for mobile phones and access to a plug
socket
Lego
Games
Fidget spinners
Stress balls

☐
☐
☐
☐
☐
☐
☐
☐

Thanks to Harry Josephine Giles who wrote this great blog about low cost ways
to create a Chill Out Zone at arts events.
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Language and Etiquette
If you’ve already provided lots of useful information about your venue on your
website and with your booking information, your d/D & Disabled Audience
member will be well-informed and appreciative of the time you have taken to
make sure they have a good time. You’re already establishing a good
relationship.
When a d/D & Disabled Person arrives at your venue, be yourself and don’t
overthink what you’re doing or saying. Don’t talk any louder or slower unless
asked to. Don’t patronise and don’t assume. If needed, ask your d/D & Disabled
Audience Member how you can make their visit to your venue as good an
experience as possible and listen carefully. Be clear about what you can and
can’t do to accommodate their preferences.
Whatever you do, don’t ignore a d/D & Disabled Customer and just talk to their
non-Disabled companion unless specifically told by the customer that this is the
best way to communicate. When someone has booked a companion ticket (or
more if they need the support of two or more people during their visit) don’t
talk only to the companion/s. Companions are working for the d/D & Disabled
Person and your primary relationship is the main ticket holder, the d/D &
Disabled Person.
Language is constantly evolving. This can make us reluctant to speak to d/D &
Disabled People because we’re scared of causing offence and saying or doing
the wrong thing. Be assured that d/D & Disabled People have heard and seen it
all before and are not as thin-skinned as you might think. If you’re authentic and
trying your best, they’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.
Of course, it’s good to use terminology that most d/D & Disabled People have
identified as preferable in your website and marketing materials, for example:





Disabled People (UK) rather than ‘the disabled’
People with Disabilities (Republic of Ireland)
Non-disabled rather than ‘able-bodied’
d/Deaf, British Sign Language (BSL) or Irish Sign Language (ISL) speaker
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 Autistic person – people who use Deaf with a capital D usually identify
with Deaf Culture and do not see themselves as Disabled.
Keep the social model in mind and remember that the environment is disabling,
so don’t talk about people being a victim of, suffering from or being afflicted by
their impairment, e.g. Cerebral Palsy. In the same vein, wheelchair users are not
‘confined to’ their wheelchair.
Finally, let’s go back to where we started. Work on your relationship with your
Disabled Audience and make sure you listen when they tell you their preferences
in terms of how they want to be treated and what they want to be called and
you won’t go far wrong.
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Useful Resources
 ACNI Premium Payments – funding to ensure a wider and more diverse
group of people have Access to a high quality arts experience.
 University of Atypical (UoA) are a key Disability arts organisation in
Northern Ireland offering a range of services, facilities, equipment
solely committed to increasing Access to, and representation in, arts and
culture by Disabled and d/Deaf People. Their Arts and Disability Equality
Charter was established by Disabled and d/Deaf People to consider what
true accessibility and inclusion to the arts might look and feel like.
 Belfast City Council’s Inclusive events guide provides guidance on how to
make events accessible for all.
 TheatreNI hires captioning equipment and captioners to venues, festivals
and production companies within Northern Ireland and provide listings of
upcoming captioned performances.
 JAM Card - the card allows people with learning difficulties and
communication differences to ask for Just a Minute of patience when in
customer service situations. It is currently being used by over 500
businesses in NI. They also provide training for businesses – the cost for a
small business (up to 10 staff members) is £99+VAT.
 Mobiloo - provides a mobile version of an Accessible toilet, usually in a
van. Their Ireland branch covers Northern Ireland. The mobile loo comes
with its own staff to run it on the day and can provide assistance to
visitors.
 Attitude is Everything – are improving d/Deaf and Disabled people's
access to live music. They have a charter of best practice for festivals and
venues. Useful resources on their website include the DIY Access Guide
and Venue Online Access Info Guide.
 Ticketing without Barriers Coalition - created to enable members,
including SSE Arena, to exchange ideas, issues and solutions, and work
towards a single, unified vision for what best practice means when it
comes to facilitating access booking for d/Deaf and Disabled People.
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 Euan’s guide - a listings site with Access info for various venues and spaces
including some cultural venues in Belfast. Visitors can also write reviews
based on their own experiences. It is free to list your venue.
 Autism in Museums - a UK based initiative to make museums more
inclusive for Autistic People. Runs a listings service for autism friendly
events in museum.
 QFT run dementia friendly screenings and the Strand have a Silver
Screeners programme.
 Azure Tours run dementia friendly tours of visual arts spaces.
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