
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Qualitative research on the engagement with arts 
and culture by people with disabilities 

in the Dún Laoghaire Rathdown (dlr) area.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Prepared for: dlr/HSE Arts and Health Partnership, Arts & Disability Ireland, 

and dlr Social Inclusion Office by Grogan Research Ltd. 
February 2015. 



P a g e  | 2 
 

 
 

CONTENTS 

              Page  
1. Introduction         
1.1. Foreword          4 
1.2. Research objectives        4 
1.3. Methodology         7 
1.4. Sample          7 

 
2. Combined findings from all three impairment groups    
2.1. Engagement with arts and culture      9 
2.2. Types of art and culture       10 
2.3. Communication         12 
2.4. Access provisions        13 
2.5. The requirements from a venue       17 
2.6. Quality of service and staff training      17 
2.7. Programming         18 
2.8. Price           18 
2.9. Management summary        19 
 
3. People who are blind or visually impaired     
3.1. Sample of people who are blind or visually impaired    20 
3.2. Engagement with arts and culture      20 
3.3. Types of art and culture       22 
3.4. Communication         27 
3.5. Access provisions        30 
3.6. The requirements from a venue      34 
3.7. Quality of service and staff training      36 
3.8. Programming         36 
3.9. Price           37 
3.10. Management summary        39 
 
4.    People who are deaf or hard of hearing     
4.1. Sample of people who are deaf or hard of hearing    41 
4.2. Engagement with arts and culture      42 
4.3. Types of art and culture       43 
4.4. Communication         46 
4.5. Access provisions        49 
4.6. The requirements from a venue      52 
4.7. Quality of service and staff training      53 
4.8. Programming         54 
4.9. Price           54 
4.10. Management summary        55 



P a g e  | 3 
 

 
 

 
5.    People with intellectual disabilities      
5.1. Sample of people with intellectual disabilities     56 
5.2. Engagement with arts and culture      57 
5.3. The benefits of arts and culture      58 
5.4. Types of art and culture       58 
5.5. Communication         61 
5.6. The requirements from a venue      62 
5.7. Programming         62 
5.8. Price           63 
5.9.  Management summary        63 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



P a g e  | 4 
 

 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1. FOREWORD 
This document presents the findings from a qualitative research project 
on the level and nature of engagement with arts and culture by 
people with disabilities in the Dún Laoghaire Rathdown (dlr) area.  It 
was under taken by Grogan Research Ltd. on behalf of the dlr/HSE Arts 
and Health Partnership, Arts & Disability Ireland (ADI) and dlr Social 
Inclusion Office, during the period November 2014 to February 2015.  
 
1.2. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 
This research was undertaken in order to better understand the 
requirements and preferences of people with disabilities as audiences 
for arts and culture activities in the dlr area. The partners to this research 
recognise the important role the arts can have in the health, well-being 
and social inclusion of people with disabilities in their community, as well 
as the lack of available research into the engagement of people with 
disabilities in the arts across the country.  
 
The research pursued three specific types of impairment groups: 

1. People who are blind or visually impaired. 
2. People who are deaf or hard of hearing. 
3. People with intellectual disabilities. 

 
As three separate audiences, the research findings provide valuable 
insights into the requirements and expectations of each group in relation 
to their consumption of arts and culture as well as the combined 
requirements and expectations of the population with disabilities in the 
dlr area as a whole. 
 
The research focused on three specific areas of interest: 

1. The consumption of arts and culture by these three impairment 
audiences. How is arts and culture consumed – where, when, with 
whom, type of art form, etc.? What motivates and inhibits 
consumption and how can they be positively influenced going 
forward? What has been the experience of arts and culture in the 
dlr area, in particular, and how can it be developed to sustain and 
grow engagement?   

2. The programming of arts and culture: What type of 
programming is required by these audiences?  How has current 
and past offerings in the dlr area met their requirements and 
expectations?   
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What factors need to be considered when planning an effective 
programme of arts and culture by the dlr Arts Office in the future? 

3. Communications: What are the particular elements of 
communication that need to be addressed by the dlr Arts Office 
when communicating with these audiences in relation to arts and 
culture?  What do people need to know to motivate interest and 
engagement? How do they want to be communicated to? When do 
they need to know? 

 
More specifically, the research set out to ascertain and evaluate the 
following detail in answering the three main areas of interest above: 
1. Understanding of arts and culture: 

- How does each of these audiences define arts and culture? 
What does it mean to them?   

- How engaged are they in discussing the topic of arts and 
culture?  What influences this engagement and how can that be 
affected going forward? 
 

2. Experience of arts and culture: 
- What experiences do these different audiences have of arts and 

culture? 
- What has driven this experience?  Why do people choose to 

engage/not engage?  How do people choose to engage?  What 
is the process?  How can this be influenced? 

- How do the different experiences of arts and culture compare 
and contrast?  What makes a good experience?  What makes a 
bad experience?  

- What are the decision factors involved for these audiences: 
timing, transport, familiarity, company to go along with, 
understanding, price, etc.?   

- What are the requirements of these different audiences in 
determining whether to engage with arts and culture?  What are 
the requirements in ensuring a positive experience and a 
likelihood of returning? 

- How can the experience be expanded in the future?  What are 
the critical factors in harnessing an interest and cultivating the 
personal experience? 

 
3. Engagement with different forms of arts and culture: 

- What forms of arts and culture are these audiences most 
interested in? 
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- How has their interest been impacted by their disability, 
positively and negatively?  

- What experience do these three audiences have of the various 
forms? What are the expectations for the future? 
 

4. Programming: 
- What types of programming interests do they have?   
- What have they attended and why?  What would they like to 

attend and why? 
- What are the timing issues:  days of week, times of day, 

frequency? 
- What other programming factors are critical to growing 

attendance? 
 

5. Venues: 
- How do venues perform in terms of delivering a quality 

experience? 
- What are the important features and services of a venue for 

audiences with hearing, visual and intellectual disabilities?  
- What types of access provisions are required for the three 

different audiences? 
- How well do the venues cater for these access provisions? 

What have been the good experiences and what have been the 
bad experiences? 

- How well informed are these audiences of what access 
provisions are available to them?  How would they like to learn 
about these? How would that knowledge impact upon their level 
of attendance? 

- What is the role of staff and how can a high quality of service be 
ensured: training, information tools, any other facilities? 
 

6. Communications: 
- How do people learn about what is on offer?  What do they 

think of those methods?   
- How would they like to learn?  What are the preferred methods?  

What are the requirements and expectations that need to be 
met? 

- What would the audiences like to learn?  What are the key 
messages for triggering attention and consideration for 
attendance? 

- Are there specific marketing approaches that benefit any niche 
requirements: phone in advance, social media…? 



P a g e  | 7 
 

 
 

- How price sensitive and promotions driven are these 
audiences?   

 
1.3 METHODOLOGY 
In light of the need for attitudinal information, the focus group technique 
was employed.  This is a form of exploratory research which collects 
information of depth and value from a defined sample of people.  It is an 
unstructured technique where the issues for research are explored in an 
investigative manner; where insights delve into underlying reasons, 
opinions and motivations; where trends in thoughts and opinions are 
uncovered; where ideas and hypotheses are tested and developed.   
 
1.4 SAMPLE 
Three focus groups were convened, one for each of the three 
impairment groups: 

1. People who are blind or visually impaired.  
2. People who are deaf or hard of hearing. 
3. People with intellectual disabilities. 

 
Each group constituted between seven and nine adults, and lasted 
between sixty and ninety minutes duration depending upon the disability 
group.  The shortest group was with people with intellectual disabilities 
while the other two groups constituted ninety minutes. 
 
It is important that the composition of a group has a common thread 
which is usually based on a shared interest, background, demographic 
profile and/or experience.  The following constitute the commonalities 
shared among the three groups: 

- All respondents had some experience of arts and culture i.e. had 
attended an event at least twice in the past 2-3 years.  

- All were involved in the decision making on what to attend.   
- All had attended events in venues within the dlr area.  Some had 

also attended in locations outside of this area. 
- A variety of art forms were represented in each group: theatre, 

dance, literary, visual, music and cultural cinema.  Most 
respondents had experience of more than one art form. 

- All were not involved professionally in arts and culture.  Some 
have performed an art form as a hobby but not at a professional 
level. 

- All were adults aged 18+. 
- There was a gender mix in each group. 
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- All had been living in the dlr area for the past 3 years or more; 
some of whom live in residential homes. 

 
The recruitment of the focus groups was organised by the dlr Arts Office 
and was assisted by relevant groups:  

- People who are blind or visually impaired: National Council for the 
Blind (NCBI). 

- People who are deaf or hard of hearing: Irish Hard of Hearing 
Association, St. Joseph’s House for Adult Deaf, and Deaf Blind. 

- People with intellectual disabilities: Carmona Services. 
 
Each focus group was convened in a venue which was accessible for 
the particular disability: 

- People who are blind or visually impaired: NCBI Offices, Dún 
Laoghaire. 

- People who are deaf or hard of hearing: The Mill Theatre, 
Dundrum. 

- People with intellectual disabilities: dlr LexIcon, Dún Laoghaire. 
 

The partners to this research recognise that audiences with disabilities 
have different and individual access requirements. In reading the 
research results, bear in mind that they are based on one group of 
respondents for each impairment.  While the findings are not statistically 
significant, they provide qualitative insights into the issues addressed.  
Additional research will add to their significance.   
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2. COMBINED FINDINGS FROM ALL THREE DISABILITY GROUPS 
 
This section of the report summarises the findings from all three groups.  
It combines their common themes as well as those which set them apart.  
The detailed findings from each disability group are provided in 
subsequent sections.   
 
2.1. ENGAGEMENT WITH ARTS & CULTURE 
It is apparent from the research that the provision of arts and culture for 
people with disabilities yields personal, social and intellectual benefits 
that improve their quality of life.   
 
The group of people with intellectual disabilities identified arts and 
culture as an important lifestyle outlet. The group who are deaf or hard 
of hearing lament their lack of access to arts and culture, demonstrating 
an untapped contribution to their lives.  The group who are blind or 
visually impaired showed how arts and culture enhances their quality of 
life on many levels.   
 
It is evident that people with disabilities are not given equal access to 
arts and culture as people without disabilities.  They have access 
requirements that require addressing in order to allow them full access 
to the sector.  They are dependent upon the arts and culture providers to 
consider their access requirements when delivering an event or an 
activity.  They are also dependent upon significant others in channelling 
information to them about arts and cultural opportunities, in 
accompanying them to events and in assisting them in their engagement 
with specific art forms. 
 
These groups want to fit in on a social level.  They want their access 
requirements to become normalised so that it is not apparent that they 
are so different from people without disabilities.  This sets a challenge 
for the sector.  The groups have faith that it can be achieved.  They are 
clear in terms of their access requirements and how they expect venues 
and production companies to deliver them.   
 
The primary concern is access provisions followed by communication 
and quality of service.  Other important issues include scheduling, the 
security and comfort of the venues, and value for money.  All of these 
are covered in this report. 
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Some people with disabilities are consumers of arts and culture as well 
as performers.  The group of people with intellectual disabilities were the 
most active in terms of being involved in arts and culture activities (art, 
dance, singing), followed by the group of people who are deaf or hard of 
hearing (theatre direction, performance and writing).  The group of 
people with visual impairments or who are blind spoke more about the 
past than current activities (dance, drama, choir and theatrical 
production).  In essence, all three groups had an appreciation of the 
sector and what it could offer them.  

 
2.2. TYPES OF ART AND CULTURE 
The three groups expressed a variety of interests in relation to arts and 
culture.  As such, they each regard themselves as being similar to their 
counterparts without disabilities in having personal tastes. All three 
impairment groups felt that the development of their interest is restricted 
by the lack of communication on what is on offer, the low availability of 
accessible events, and the reliance on others to inform and accompany 
them to an event.  It would be a generalisation to state that their 
exposure is more limited than that of an audience without disabilities but 
such was evident among the three groups who participated in this 
research. 
 
The following chart displays the art forms which resonate with each 
disability group: 
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Chart 1: Types of Art Forms which Interest Each Disability Group 

Art  
Form 

Blind or 
 Visually Impaired 

Deaf or 
 Hard Of Hearing 

Intellectual  
Disabilities 

Theatre Top of mind art form. 
Interested in all types 
of theatre: drama, 
tragedy, romance, 
comedy, the classics  

Top of mind art 
form. Interested 
in all types of 
theatre. 

Top of mind art 
form. Especially 
interested in 
musicals. 

Visual 
Art 

Limited appeal. 
Lack of vision 
compensated by 
ability to touch and 
feel as well as audio 
described. 

Limited mention 
of visual art in the 
research. 

High appeal if it is 
not complex or 
abstract. 

Dance Limited appeal. 
More interested in 
the music 
accompaniment. 

Niche appeal. 
Some interest in 
ballet and 
traditional.  

High level of 
appeal. Interested 
in modern and 
classic rather than 
abstract. 

Music All types of music: 
pop, rock, traditional, 
classical.  

Limited 
relevance. 

Predominantly 
popular and rock 
music.  Some also 
like classical music. 

Opera  Niche interest in this 
group. 

  

Cinema Mainstream cinema 
is top of mind. May 
be interested in 
cultural cinema if 
knew more about it. 

Mainstream 
cinema is top of 
mind. May be 
interested in 
cultural cinema if 
knew more about 
it. 

Mainstream cinema 
is top of mind. May 
be interested in 
cultural cinema if 
knew more about it. 

Literary Limited recall. 
Personal interest in 
book and poetry 
readings. 

Limited 
relevance. 

Limited recall. 
Preference for 
interactive events. 

Festivals  Limited mention. 
Depends upon their 
accessibility and the 
interest of 
accompanying 
others. 

Not a priority for 
this group. 

A fun outing 
depending upon 
activities involved. 
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All three groups specified that they seek simple and uncomplicated 
experiences of arts and culture.  Their ultimate goal is to understand the 
offering in order to embrace it without conflict.  This promises greater 
satisfaction and a more rewarding outcome. 
 
2.3. COMMUNICATION 
There is one clear message from the three groups: improve 
communications and use simple messaging.  There is a dearth of useful 
and meaningful marketing materials for the three individual groups.  
They depend immensely on word of mouth and the interest of others in 
imparting knowledge to them.  Their request for improved 
communications demonstrates their eagerness to engage more with arts 
and culture in the future. 
 
The dependency on word of mouth is greatest among the group with 
intellectual disabilities. It is the single most important channel of 
information to them on arts and culture.  In turn, their informers are 
critical targets for information on accessible programming from the arts 
and culture sector. 
 
With regard to the other two groups, the communication preference is to 
have regular access to a comprehensive listing of arts and culture 
events, provided by a single relevant source, using popular channels of 
communication: 

- The group who are blind or visually impaired appeal for a radio 
format i.e. a magazine slot once a week at a stated time on a 
weekly basis on a local or national station.  And for it to be well 
advertised so people know about it.  

- Both groups appreciate articles and reviews of upcoming events 
on popular radio and TV shows. 

- Printed materials are more relevant to people who are deaf or hard 
of hearing.  The use of braille is limited.   

- The group who are deaf or hard of hearing appeal for a newspaper 
format i.e. in a local or national newspaper. 

- Both groups welcome a website version provided by a relevant 
umbrella organisation such as ADI and NCBI; with audio as well 
text. 

- There is limited accessing of individual websites as this can be 
quite an arduous task. 
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- Newsletters, both online and offline are more popular among the 
group who are deaf or hard of hearing although they are used by 
some people who are blind or visually impaired.  While some have 
signed up to individual organisations in the arts and culture sector, 
there is a preference for a newsletter from an umbrella 
organisation.  

- There is low interest in receiving texts from organisations other 
than to serve as a reminder rather than a core source of 
information. 

- The group who are blind or visually impaired like the idea of audio 
recordings by phone whereby programme listings and synopses 
may be available on request. 

 
In terms of the content of the communication, the groups adamantly 
specified the following requirements:   

- Provide information on arts and culture events not only based in 
the dlr area but also city wide as well as nationally. 

- Giving 2-3 weeks’ notice or greater depending upon the booking 
requirements and planning required. 

- With simple and clear executions of texts and visuals which are 
neither ‘hectic’ nor confusing. 

- Using familiar and ordinary material rather than abstract or 
complex concepts. 

- Offering easily navigable layouts and access to information. 
- Providing times, dates and venues. 
- Stating the availability and nature of access facilities, without 

patronisation. 
- Listing the price and any discounts or special offers available. 
- Catering for a variety of booking methods, ensuring the means of 

booking is accessible to all audiences. 
- With a synopsis on the event as well as a review if relevant. 
- Printed materials are to have a large font, matt surface and distinct 

colour contrasts. 
 
2.4. ACCESS PROVISIONS 
The issue of access facilities was pursued by two groups: the group who 
are blind or visually impaired and the group who are deaf or hard of 
hearing.  
 
Accessibility is essential for engagement.  It allows audiences to engage 
in a meaningful and fulfilling way with the event in question. It is the 
mantle on which audiences with disabilities hang their independence.   
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It is the means to equality and inclusion in an otherwise exclusionary 
experience. 
 
The two groups commend what is available: 

- They are quite informed about the nature and diversity of the 
access provisions that could potentially be made available to them.  

- They appreciate that there is a cost issue involved and that venues 
are reliant on the technology available to them.   

- They have experienced exceptional quality in a variety of venues 
ranging from The Abbey to the Merrion Square Open Air Art 
Gallery.  But they have also experienced poor quality in both large 
and local venues. 

- They recognise that some venues are trying to be inclusive but 
they want more. 

 
Both groups lament: 

- The infrequency with which access facilities are offered – typically 
one occasion in the middle of an afternoon at the end of a run. 

- The limited number of venues that cater for access facilities. 
- The variation in the quality of the offering – especially for 

audiences who are deaf or hard of hearing. 
 
The provision of access facilities gives parity with audiences without 
disabilities. For this reason, audiences with disabilities are prepared to 
pay the asking price for ticketed events. 
 
The desired access provision for audiences who are blind or 
visually impaired focus on audio description and touch tours, as 
follows: (not listed in order of priority) 

- Allocated seating in a theatre setting: 
- At the end of an aisle or in a corner to allow easy access 

without disturbing others; and to accommodate a guide dog. 
- In close proximity to the stage and performance. 

- Announcements: 
- Clearly explain features such as the fire exit, any lighting 

issues, and other relevant features of a venue. 
- Audio description: 

- Not only of the performance but also of the programme, the 
stage set and wardrobe, and the venue itself. 

- Comfortable ear piece that sits around the ear and offers 
quality sound. 
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- The recording to be in sync with what is taking place. A real-
time reading would be the ultimate preference. 

- Using clear, unambiguous language so there is no confusion 
or misunderstanding. 

- The use of a mobile device such as a tablet is not an easily 
manageable option. 

- Magnifying glass: 
- This is an access facility which is owned personally rather 

than available from at an event.  However, its potential may 
require further exploration. 

- Silence: 
- Encourage silence in the auditorium to enhance the ease of 

hearing what is taking place. 
- Touch and feel:  

- Valuable source of interaction with visual art – to experience 
the size, shape and texture of objects and canvasses. 

- The idea of a designated time slot was suggested which 
would offer this audience the solitude to touch the art without 
disturbing others. 

- In a discreet and respectful manner so as not to damage the 
art work. 

 
The desired access provisions for audiences who are deaf or hard 
of hearing are distinctive to this particular audience and have little cross 
over with audiences who are blind or visually impaired, except for 
allocated seating.  Their list is more diverse but focuses on Irish Sign 
Language (ISL) interpreting, captioning and the loop system: (not listed 
in order of priority) 

- Brochures & programmes: 
- With a brief synopsis of the event. 

- Captioning: 
- Close to the action without obstructing or distracting from the 

performance. 
- Number and size of screens to suit the event. 
- Not individual laptop type screens. 
- In sync with the action. 
- Three to five lines of text depending upon the size and clarity 

of the screen. 
- Google type glasses: 

- Cool idea but futuristic. 
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- Informed performers: 
- Audible and clearly spoken word, perhaps using 

microphones. 
- Unobstructed view of lips and facial expressions. 

- ISL interpreting:  
- Located close to the action so the signer can be seen beside 

with what is happening. 
- The provision of shadow interpreters (one interpreter per 

performer) would be the ultimate, albeit unrealistic, offering.  
- Irish Sign Language interpretation is preferred over 

captioning and subtitles to offset any literacy issues that may 
exist for audiences who are Irish Sign Language users. 

- Loop system: 
- Essential for the hard of hearing. 
- Quality technology that works effectively throughout the 

entire space. 
- Scripts: 

- A niche interest; not requested by all. 
- Available prior to the performance. 
- The exact script. 

- Seat allocation: 
- Unobstructed views and in close proximity to the action. 
- Assigned seating for booking which could be released closer 

to the event if not sold. 
- Speech-to-text: 

- A real-time option for short events e.g. literary event. 
- Subtitles: 

- Indispensable for film. 
- Needs to be in sync, in English and to be comprehensive of 

all spoken words. 
 

It is without doubt that the benefit derived from access facilities is 
indispensably valuable.  It makes the difference between fully engaging 
with certain arts and cultural events and only partly or not engaging at 
all. It appears from the experiences of respondents that the provision of 
access facilities on a regular and quality basis will attract and grow 
audiences for this sector.  
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2.5. THE REQUIREMENTS FROM A VENUE 
All three groups share a common need from a venue: to feel safe and 
secure in a comfortable setting.   Detail was achieved from the group 
who are blind or visually impaired and the group who are deaf or hard of 
hearing. Further research is required with the audiences with intellectual 
disabilities to ascertain their specific requirements.   
 
These two groups shared common requirements.  They require the 
following from an arts and culture venue: 
 

- The location is required to be easily accessible by public transport 
and to provide parking as well as a drop-off point for cars/taxis. 

- A ‘small’ space rather than a ‘large’ space. 
- With excellent acoustics for audiences who are blind or visually 

impaired as well as audiences who are deaf or hard of hearing. 
- Demarcated areas for audiences who are blind or visually 

impaired, for example, by using a variety of floor coverings. 
- Safe steps and doors. 
- Indicators for bathrooms and any other relevant facility. 

 
 
2.6. QUALITY OF SERVICE & STAFF TRAINING 
All three groups appreciate a high quality of service.  In order to fit in and 
feel welcomed, they require staff to be understanding of their various 
access requirements.  Again, more detail was elicited from the group 
who are blind or visually impaired and the group who are deaf or hard of 
hearing rather than from the group with intellectual disabilities. 
 
Both of these groups request that staff have training in respective 
access requirements. Their experiences to date show that due to 
ignorance and mismanaged assumptions, audiences with disabilities are 
often treated with dismissal and obliviousness. There have also been 
exceptional positive experiences where staff have discreetly and 
expertly assisted and guided audiences with disabilities without 
patronising them or making them stand out from the crowd.  Thus, they 
believe that a quality of service is achievable; and they regard it as a 
sign of respect rather than a right. 
 
The basic requirements from staff are as follows: 

- To be aware of and understand the access required so that people 
with disabilities can communicate with staff and engage with the 
event. 
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- To be aware of and understand the various access facilities 
pertaining to a disability and to know if they are available for 
particular shows. 

- To anticipate the navigation requirements of an audience member 
with vision or hearing impairments to guide them appropriately. 

- To be able to communicate with the audiences with disabilities e.g. 
have a brief knowledge of Irish Sign Language. 

- To know where audience members with disabilities are in the 
event of a crisis in a venue, e.g. in the case of a fire. 

 
2.7. PROGRAMMING 
In terms of programming, the groups are not looking for anything special 
or different from the ordinary.  They are simply requesting more frequent 
and better quality access.   
 
This access includes both access facilities (such as audio description, 
captioning and Irish Sign Language interpreting, and suchlike) as well as 
timing. The greatest lament is the limited scheduling of accessible 
events on a mid-afternoon at the end of a run, if at all.  It evokes a sense 
of tokenism rather than a real appreciation for the requirements of 
people with disabilities to accommodate accompanying others and to 
blend in with the rest of society.  They do not wish to be segregated in 
such a fashion. 
 
2.8. PRICE 
Price is not a critical issue.  Value for money is. The group who are blind 
or visually impaired were the only one to discuss this topic.  The 
assessment of price is based on fairness.  Paying full price for an event 
that is not fully accessible does not make commercial sense.   This 
group are content to pay full price if the opportunity to enjoy the event is 
equal to that of audiences without disabilities. If they are provided with 
an access facility which allows them to be independent of the help of any 
accompanying others. 
 
The idea of discounts for people with disabilities was mooted i.e. to 
compensate for the inconvenience incurred in non-accessible events, to 
encourage engagement with arts and culture generally regardless of the 
provision of access facilities, and to be accepted by the event’s 
organiser in a discreet and respectful manner. 
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2.9. MANAGEMENT SUMMARY 
The future of arts and culture is positive among audiences with 
disabilities. All three groups who participated in this research confidently 
endorse the potential the sector has to offer them.  The greatest 
challenge is to provide a better programme of accessible events.  
 
The groups are primed for greater inclusion in the sector.  They are 
familiar with the various art forms and they know their own preferences. 
They are knowledgeable about access facilities and do not require any 
training in that regard.  They are hungry for more opportunities and want 
to develop their interest in the sector.  But what is holding them back? 
 
They feel excluded from events.  They are deprived of access facilities.  
They are unaware of what is on offer.  They rely heavily on others for 
information about events and for assistance in attending as well as 
consuming the art form on offer.   
 
They are clear about what they need.  They are a discerning market.  At 
the same time, they are not a difficult audience.  They want to fit in.  
They require discreet and respectful understanding.  Their objective is to 
embrace a cultural experience on a personal level, independently and 
with as much passion as any other audience member.  They have a lot 
to offer the sector in terms of audience development.  But they rely on 
the services of others. 
 
This particular project employed the attitudes and opinions of three 
specific disability groups living in a particular district in Dublin, the dlr 
area. As such, it establishes a benchmark for any future research among 
similar groups.  Additional exploration of these audiences will strengthen 
the insights and evaluations, learned here, on the potential for the 
development of the arts and culture offering for people with disabilities. 
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3. PEOPLE WHO ARE BLIND OR VISUALLY IMPAIRED 
 
3.1. SAMPLE OF PEOPLE WHO ARE BLIND OR VISUALLY IMPAIRED 
This focus group constituted seven people who are blind or visually 
impaired, as follows: 

- Two have been blind since childhood. 
- One has been visually impaired all her life. 
- Four have acquired a visual impairment; one of whom also has a 

hearing impairment. 
 
All seven were adults. Four were female and three were male. They all 
live in the dlr area.  
 
Each respondent was delighted and enthused to participate in the 
research, to share their experiences, offer their opinions and to learn 
from others.  It was a prolific group. 
 
The focus group was recruited with the invaluable help and support of 
NCBI in Dún Laoghaire.  The discussion was convened in their office on 
November 31st 2014 and lasted for approximately ninety minutes. 
 
3.2. ENGAGEMENT WITH ARTS AND CULTURE 
Of the three impairment groups studied in this research, this group of 
people who are blind or visually impaired displayed the most active 
engagement in arts and culture.  They were quite prolific in their tales of 
attendances at various events, in Dublin and beyond, and were precise 
about their requirements.   
 
The group itself varied in its approach to arts and culture. People who 
are blind appeared to be more confident than those who are visually 
impaired in attending arts and culture events and in knowing what they 
need in order to engage successfully with different arts forms and 
venues.  The people with visual impairments appeared to be less 
confident than those who are blind, they had different coping strategies 
and some were more inclined to accept defeat than their counterparts.    
 
This lack of confidence among people with visual impairments stems 
from an acquired sense of compromised ability to manage an outing to 
an event alone, not just arts and culture, but any opportunity outside the 
home.  It is not simply their own lack of confidence but also those of their 
significant others.  
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Some recounted stories of being cossetted and protected by family 
members who do not willingly encourage their loved ones with a visual 
impairment to have an independent life: 

- “I have instantaneous glaucoma ….for about 16 years now…. and 
I don’t let it try and stop me.  The only one who does try to stop me 
is my wife or my children… she nearly has kittens when she hears 
I’ve been out and about”.  (V)1 

 
And people who are blind add to this sense of protectionism: 

- “I must say I love the family but I am craving to be alone”. (B)2 
 
They all spoke of how this dependency on others affects their 
experience of arts and culture.  Most art forms benefit from sight so a 
sighted companion is an invaluable guide and interpreter on occasion, 
explaining what only the eye can see.  While the company of family and 
friends brings joy in the sense of sharing a social occasion, it also serves 
a practical function.  The greatest benefit is in describing what is 
happening on a stage, what is present in a picture, or what is navigable 
in a venue.  While this is highly valued, it is also a source of concern for 
respondents who are conscious of imposing on the good-will of sighted 
companions and causing a disturbance among other people in 
attendance.  
Engaging in arts and culture is appreciated as a sensual experience.  
While having one of the senses missing is an obvious drawback, it is not 
a reason to avoid arts and culture.  The common outcome is one of 
personal enjoyment and satisfaction.  This type of engagement demands 
investment of one’s attention and interpretation which in turn breeds a 
sense of fulfilment: 

- “I love everything that is artistic or cultural”. (B)  
- “Most things that are live, even if I don’t follow it all, I must say I get 

a lot out of it because there is an energy from it”. (B) 
- “You feel the atmosphere”. (V)  
- “We have to compensate for not being able to see and there is a 

non-verbal energy that exudes”. (B) 
- “You are aware of the number and juxtaposition of performers and 

also of what is happening beside you in the audience”. (B) 
- “As a blind person we are more in tune with what is happening 

around us than an ordinary person”. (V) 
- “People think you can’t feel people throwing glances at each other 

but you can feel that very well”. (B) 

                                                           
1 (V) = a quote provided by a respondent who is visually impaired.  
2 (B) = a quote provided by a respondent who is blind. 
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- “Even the smell at a play – you smell the makeup, you smell the 
sweat… you can feel the heat of the lights”. (B and all agree) 
 

The level of attendance varies from person to person.  Again, it 
pertained to having someone to go with. And the more frequent the 
attendance, the greater the opportunity for developing an interest:  

- “I’m from a family of very active sighted people so you keep up 
with them or you are done for”. (B) 

-  “I’ve a great interest in the sense… I go to the theatre if I can with 
my wife… and I enjoy the type that I go to and I was never into it 
before I became visually impaired”. (V) 

- “Very little I’m afraid to… occasionally I’d go to a theatre 
production and occasionally to a concert”. (V) 
 

Many respondents have been involved in arts and culture over the years 
while two are currently involved.  The areas of interest range from 
attending dance classes; being a member of a choir; being a member of 
a drama group; being involved in the stage management and lighting; 
and being party to event management.  
 
3.3. TYPES OF ART AND CULTURE 
This group described a broad interest in arts and culture overall.  They 
regard all types of art forms as being meaningful to them, albeit with 
various accessibility challenges.  There was recall of a variety of 
experiences in theatre, visual art, music, dance, literary events and 
cinema.   
 
The level of interest in any one art form varies from person to person.  
There is an appreciation that arts and culture is an individual interest 
and, as a group of seven adults they regarded themselves as being 
typical of other groups in society. Being blind or visually impaired does 
not mean that one is more or less interested in arts and culture; it is 
seen to depend upon individual tastes.  
 
Theatre is the most common art form among the group. The Pavilion is 
a top of mind venue, being local and small.  It is classified in the same 
genre as other local and small theatres such as The Mill and The Civic, 
although little appears to be known about either. 
 
There was a lot of mentioning of the Abbey, the National Concert Hall, 
the Olympia, the Gaiety, the O2 and the National Conference Centre.  
Other places outside of Dublin include the Wexford Opera House and 
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theatres visited when travelling i.e. Newcastle upon Tyne and an 
unmanned venue in London.   
The most frequent attendees were the two blind people.  The other 
people in the group attend infrequently, if at all.   
 
The group is open to all genres.  While they claim a strong preference 
for musicals, they are also attracted to drama, comedy, tragedy, 
romance, opera, the classics and folklore.  They mentioned shows such 
as The Seafarer, Tom Cream one man show, Borstal Boy, Phantom of 
the Opera, La Bohéme, and Riverdance.  They enjoy familiar stories 
because they are easier to follow and understand. 
 
Their interest lies in simple and uncomplicated stories, comprising of 
more dialogue than action, delivered by a small number of performers, 
with a high quality of acting, especially in terms of clarity of speech, and 
more professional than amateur in production: 

- “Ideally something with a lot of dialogue... obviously one at a time”. 
(B) 

- “I go to theatre a good bit... I saw Tom Cream lately and I loved it. 
It was the best bit of theatre I’ve seen in a very long time. He was 
absolutely superb – a one man show in the Olympia”. (B) 

- “I like musicals in particular - you can feel the energy with the 
dancing”. (V)  

- “I don’t go … because some of the plays can be very dark”. (V) 

 

The level of attendance at theatre is determined by the quality of 
accessibility for visually impaired audiences.  Theatre without 
accessibility is not suitable for audiences who are blind or visually 
impaired. 
 
In terms of music based events, there was enthusiastic recall of 
streamed performances from London and New York.  They were held in 
the local cinema and in the Pavilion, namely the ‘Phantom of The 
Opera’, ‘La Boheme’ and ‘Shakespeare’.  Those who had not been to 
such were enthralled at the idea and would like to consider attending in 
the future.  The memories were as follows: 

- “The Dún Laoghaire cinema occasionally broadcasts musicals live 
from London –– usually at the end of the month and very poorly 
advertised. I love to hear the sound of the audience shuffling into 
the place and getting into their seats.  And it was absolutely 
wonderful. You could hear the floorboards creek. Only €15”. (B)   

- “It’s like coming out of a live performance”. (B) 
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- “There was an opera in the Pavilion, filmed in New York, with very 
famous singers and made into a movie … it was a once off”. (V) 

- “Shakespeare was broadcast from the Globe Live… also in the 
Pavilion”. (B) 

 
Music has a high level of appeal among respondents who are blind and 
visually impaired; namely for transporting the listener to a world of 
enjoyment.  It in an independent outlet; there is no aid needed to 
facilitate a person who is blind or visually impaired in this instance: 

- “With music you can get carried, you can actually feel a draw with 
it”. (B)  

- “Yeah you can”.  (VI2 & VI3)  
- “There is a lot in a blind life where there is a lot of non-freedom but 

to be floated up on that (music) is great This is my space, my time 
and I am free’. (B) 

- “Music gives you a lot of pleasure”. (V) 
- “You get a great buzz from it”. (B) 

 
The group expect people with sight to feel similar but perhaps to a 
different extent.  Respondents expect people who are blind may ‘feel’ 
music more because their senses are accentuated to compensate for 
their loss of sight.  Sound, in particular, is expected to be heightened. 
Thus, people with sight are expected to treat their music experiences 
differently to people who are blind or visually impaired:   

- “Because we are more sensitive, our hearing is far better”. (V) 
- “Because visual sense is the dominant sense, maybe other senses 

take a secondary role in appreciating arts and culture”. (B) 
 
All genres of music are enjoyed: classical, pop, rock, traditional. ‘Rap’ 
was mentioned as a dislike.   
 
They listen to solo artists and groups, bands and orchestras. They 
attend large venues such as the National Concert Hall and the 
O2/3Arena but they also go to events in local theatres, pubs, churches, 
schools and outdoor venues: 

- “I go the Concert Hall occasionally and the experience is hugely 
different than listening to it on a CD or whatever else however a 
good quality it is”. (V) 

 
 
 



P a g e  | 25 
 

 
 

Dance is a particularly challenging art form.  It is so reliant on vision for 
enjoyment that it is not very amenable to people who are blind or visually 
impaired.  One might hear the tap of the feet and sense the energy from 
the floor, but it is generally regarded as a difficult choice of art form: 

- “I need someone with me to describe… but by the time she 
describes that move to me, they have gone on two moves ahead”. 
(B) 

- “I really enjoyed it (Riverdance) but I didn’t see much to be honest 
because of my vision… it was pretty good … but people were 
chatting near me so it was difficult”. (V) 

- “I don’t really go to dance shows… unless the music is part of the 
show”. (V) 

- “I go for the music and not the dance”. (B) 
 
Cinema is a top of mind social outing which fits into the category of arts 
and culture for all respondents.  It is mainstream cinema to which they 
refer.  There is limited awareness of cultural cinema. On hearing about 
it, they would be interested in attending ‘old’ films and musicals:   

- “I go out to the cinema for socialising … with my family”. (B) 
- “Bray (Mermaid) have films every Monday night throughout the 

year that are actually very good”. (V) 
- “The Pavilion too but they are only starting”. (V & B) 
- “There’s been no audio description but I’ve been happy”. (V) 

 
There is a lot of interest in having audio description in the cinema. There 
is only one cinema known to have such at present: 

- “In Parnell Street which is Cine World I think.  I haven’t been to it 
but I have heard that it is there.  It does make a massive 
difference!” (B) 

- You can get ear pieces that will describe the film you are going to 
see … they are free and come with your ticket”. (B) 

 
One respondent mentioned ‘Blind Mice Movie Vault’, a website which 
audio describes soundtracks of films including recent and old movies. It 
is for use in the home rather than the cinema.  It requires a laptop or 
mobile device and the movies are usually available retrospectively i.e. 
after the release of the film in the cinema.   There was some interest in 
the group in learning more about this. 
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Visual art has potential to become more meaningful for respondents.  
There are some who would like to avail more of it if they had the 
opportunity to engage meaningfully with it.  Visual art can be enjoyed 
through sound and touch.   People who are blind and visually impaired 
rely on others to describe the work of art to them and welcome the 
chance to touch and feel an item so as to judge it for themselves.   
They enjoy simple and uncomplicated items, not complex and abstract:  

- “The National Gallery had embossed paintings i.e. thermal 
diagrams where they blow them up where you can feel it … and I 
asked is that a bowl of grapes and he said “it could be love, it is 
whatever you want it to be”… but it was all abstract and for 
someone fully blind it makes no sense .. I prefer to feel real 
objects”. (B8) 

- “I did like sculpture but I haven’t been for a while … and anytime 
something is being described to me by someone and they ask me 
to touch and feel it… I’ve been approached not to touch the 
sculpture”. (V)  

- “Sculpture is meant to be tactile and accessible, our culture 
doesn’t encourage it”. (B) 

- “There was an exhibition by Eamon Cant in a house in South 
Frederick St. and they invited people to come and feel the 
sculptures before the day started … so even if there is not a lot of 
time, if you could respectfully feel something I think that would be 
lovely”. (B) 

- “For example, I would go to a photographic exhibition in the 
County Hall or something… I like exhibitions if they are being 
described to me… I don’t have a visual memory but I would be a 
curious person that is blind”. (B) 

 
The places visited include museums and galleries both locally, around 
the country and abroad; indoors and outdoors.   
 
There was little recall of literary events.  They are not a top of mind art 
form but they are classified as arts and culture.  There is no obvious 
reason why they would not attend. There is sense of not knowing when 
they are on and an inclination to consider attending because they do not 
require the visual sense to enjoy the occasion. 
 
There was some mention of the ‘Mountains to the Sea’ book festival and 
readings by Joe O’Connor in St. Pauls’ Church.  
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Some respondents enjoy reading.  There is a preference for audio books 
over braille because the latter versions tend to be “so large” (B). In 
addition, only one person in the group was aware that the library caters 
for block borrowers and she only learned this by accident: 

- “I never realised blind people are allowed to borrow for three 
months as opposed to two weeks.  A staff member just happened 
to mention it. I would never have realised otherwise. If I had never 
met that man, I would never have known”. (B) 

 
There was little mention of festivals among this audience.  Two were 
recalled: the Bray Festival at the Mermaid in January and the ‘Mountains 
to the Sea’ book festival in Dún Laoghaire.  The idea of a festival is not 
top of mind when discussing arts and culture. That is not to say that they 
are to be excluded from this categorisation.  The line of discussion and 
the focus of attention swayed away from this.  Additional research would 
be required to pursue this further. 
 
3.4. COMMUNICATION 
Communication is an issue.  There was an obvious dearth of knowledge 
on what is on.  If people do not know, they cannot attend.  It was obvious 
from this research that they want to know.  They were delighted to 
discuss this topic and to devise ways of accessing information in the 
future. 
 
The two respondents who are blind were more knowledgeable than 
those who are visually impaired. 
 
Word of mouth is high on the agenda. Typically, communication is from 
family and friends who share a similar interest in arts and culture, and 
who are familiar with what interests the other person. But if the 
knowledgeable person is not engaged with the subject themselves or 
does not appreciate what respondents like, then the information is 
filtered if it is relayed at all.   
Respondents need to literally ‘hear’ what is on.  An obvious source is 
radio.  There was vague recall of a noticeboard slot on a radio station: 

- “There’s something called ‘Events File’ on Lyric FM perhaps on a 
Tuesday at 6pm”. (B) 

With regard to the radio, respondents would like the following: 
- A weekly slot on a popular radio station e.g. East Coast Radio, 

Lyric FM, and Radio 1. 
- Pick a set time so people know every week they can listen in and 

find out what is on. 
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- Announcing what is on in the coming weeks and flagging anything 
that might need specific planning 

- An article on a radio programmes featuring a review on an 
upcoming event is highly attractive:  

- “It is only through the goodness of our national radio station 
that they include an article or a feature on something coming 
up and announce things”. (V) 

 
Television was mentioned also as a source of information when there 
are articles on particular events such as on Nationwide and The Late 
Late Show.  But this means of communication is quite 
hit and miss.  A regular slot on a radio station would be such an asset.  
All respondents would be inclined to listen to it, some more avidly than 
others. 
 
Telephone is another option.  The availability of audio description of a 
programme using short cut features such as push button for times, 
prices and days is highly attractive.  There was recall of Dún Laoghaire 
cinema providing such whereby it reads out the times and titles of 
scheduled films, but it is not perfect:  

- “Sometimes that goes on for a month which is a shame but I find 
that really handy and would love it for a theatre”. (B)  

 
All in the group concurred.  This particular information source has a lot of 
potential.  
 
Online activity is another resource for information, although it is 
appreciated that it may not suit everyone both in terms of sight issues 
and age related technological competency: 

- “Make communication fully accessible for all age groups and not 
just for those are internet savvy … it’s also good to have other 
options because not everyone has access to technology.  Not 
everyone is into automation”. (V) 

 
There are mixed opinions with regard to accessing information from a 
computer or mobile device i.e.  email and websites.  The ability to read 
the screen requires specialised devices and memory as to where the 
buttons are located.  A number of such devices are used by the group 
but overall the activity is regarded as ‘tricky’: 

- One visually impaired person uses a magnifying glass; the rest of 
the group did not seem enthused about this idea. 
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- Another visually impaired person uses screen magnification; again, 
the rest of the group did not enquire further about this. 

- One blind person uses a screen reader software called JAWS (Job 
Access With Speech) “but it’s hit and miss to be honest … if the 
website doesn’t meet the standards for accessibility”.   She also 
uses iPod software e.g. Blind Mice Movie Vault (see ‘3.5. Access 
Facilities’ below). (B) 

 
There is an understanding of the concept of an e-bulletin but there is 
low awareness of arts and culture organisations that provide such. Thus, 
few have signed up to receive e-news.  One respondent who is blind has 
done so with the Pavilion and uses it for prices, dates and times. There 
was low awareness of the e-bulletin and events guide provided by the dlr 
Arts Office e-bulletin but on hearing about it in the research, there was 
some interest among the group in accessing it.  The ideal would be to 
have a single source of information for all venues in the dlr area and 
Dublin city. 
 
In addition to accessing information online, payment for tickets online is 
also tricky.  There is a sense that some venues require this and, hence, 
do not appreciate the limitations of people who are visually impaired and 
blind in this regard. 
 
The use of websites is also limited. It depends upon the accessibility 
features present.  The RTE website was commended somewhat.  There 
was no mention of any audio facility on a website which describes what 
is on or provides reviews of events.  It would seem that there may be an 
obvious potential for this to be explored further whereby people who are 
blind and visually impaired could access information on upcoming 
events.  
 
Printed material is fairly redundant: 

- “My experience very often is you get fliers or leaflets from a venue 
and that is not accessible to somebody with a visual impairment”. 
(V) 

 
Where print is used, it is required to have a large font, a matt finish and a 
distinct contrast between the colour of the text and the colour of the 
background.  Ultimately, the messaging needs to be short, simple and to 
the point in order for it to be accessible. 
 



P a g e  | 30 
 

 
 

Braille is not a top of mind alternative.  While useful, it can be 
cumbersome and uninviting.  There was mention of leaflets being large 
and voluminous.  There was recall of The Abbey providing braille leaflets 
but overall there was limited enthusiasm for them among the group. 
 
Accessing information from an organisation such as ADI, the dlr Arts 
Office, and NCBI offers real potential.  While there is low awareness of 
what is currently provided, the group welcomes the idea of being able to 
access all the information from a single source, one which understands 
the requirements of potential audiences who are blind and visually 
disabled, and which provides easy access to relevant information.  It is 
expected a system could be established whereby the venues and 
events’ organisers feed their marketing information to the single 
organisation, who in turn makes it available both online and offline. 
Targeting messaging could be once a month via email or post with 
continuous updates posted on a website. 
 
The basic information requirements are:  

- Details on the event and any available reviews. 
- The dates and times of the event. 
- The access facilities available, in particular, audio description, and 

if there is any other accessibility provided such as the opportunity 
to touch an item. 

- The price and booking methods; and if there any particular 
discounts or offers for people who are blind or visually impaired. 

- Any physical aspects of the venue that will affect the enjoyment of 
the experience such as steps and seating allocation. 

- Public transport and parking facilities.   
 
 
3.5. ACCESS PROVISIONS 
In discussing access facilities, respondents who are blind tended to be 
more aware of what could and should be made available to them while 
those who are visually impaired were more compliant and un-
complaining.  Their minds were opened by the experiences of their 
fellow respondents who are blind and they willingly concurred with them 
throughout the discussion.  
The essence of accessibility is for personal gratification and social 
inclusion.   
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The respondents want to be included rather than excluded and say it is 
wonderful to have independent access to an event: 

- “When we are included we become over-grateful”. (B) 
- “Integration in society is a right… even if you are blind”. (B) 
- “Half the time it is not accessible to me… I would go to everything 

if it was accessible”. (B) 
 

A variety of suggestions were made. Because the visual sense is 
compromised, the audio sense and the sense of ‘touch and feel’ are 
essential.   These are the two top of mind senses that need to be 
catered for when considering access facilities for people who are blind 
and visually impaired.  
 
Audio description is the top of mind access facility for both people who 
are blind and people who are visually impaired.  It is an essential aid 
especially for audiences who are blind.  And it applies to so many art 
forms:  theatre, dance, visual art and cinema: 

- “When you don’t have any vision at all you are relying on others to 
describe”. (B) 

- “There is nothing to see… it is painful”. (B) 
- “It’s hard to follow without audio description … it’s head wrecking”. 

(B) 
 

A recorded audio description allows greater freedom to the person to 
engage in the art form without relying on the company of others to 
describe the situation.  It alleviates the pressure on the person who is 
blind or visually impaired to ask for help from others and impose on their 
engagement with the event: 

- “I am very grateful to have a staff member narrate the play rather 
than having to ask a family member… they don’t mind but I don’t 
like it”. (B) 

 
The perfect recording would be as follows: 

- In sync with what is taking place i.e. with the spoken word, the 
actions on stage, the dance movements, the details of an image, 
the size and texture of a sculpture and so on. 

- A real-time reading as an event is happening so that any changes 
to the planned script are included: 

- “When I went to the ‘The Seafarer’ in the Abbey, the lady 
was reading live from somewhere”. (B) 

- In a clear voice that is easily heard.  
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- Using unambiguous language which is not confusing:  
- When the audio description said “Richard the blind man was 

eating roses”, the respondent who is blind thought it was 
really strange that the man was eating flowers until her sister 
explained to her that he was eating ‘Roses’ chocolates.   

- In addition to the event itself, it is valuable to have background 
information on what to expect.  Thus, it is requested that audio 
description include a reading of the programme, a description of 
the stage, of the clothes, of the venue and whatever else would 
enlighten the audience. 

 
The piece of equipment is important. Ideally, respondents prefer the ear 
piece to go around the ear and not into it. The Abbey piece goes around 
the ear and feels like the shape of the ear. This means there is nothing 
in the ear and the person is not missing the ambient sound which is 
important to the experience.  It is accepted that there is a need to keep 
the volume down low in case it is overheard and it is appreciated that the 
users are reminded of this.  
 
The use of a mobile device such as an iPad is limited.  The problem is in 
knowing where to press the screen:   

- “It is a nightmare… you can’t orientate around it”. (B) 
- “It is a guessing game”. (VI2 and VI4) 

For those who can access mobile devices, it was suggested that venues 
could provide an audio description on a USB key to an audience 
member who could plug it into his/her own device.  It would serve as a 
means of access.  It could also be reused by the venue whereby they 
could wipe it clean, record a new audio description, and hand out to a 
new audience.  
 
It is lamentable that there is a dearth of audio described events. The 
most commendable venue is The Abbey: “it is fabulous” (B) and “it is 
wonderful” (B).  The only other two places mentioned were Cineworld 
and the Merrion Square art exhibition. 
 
The sense of touch was referred to consistently throughout the group 
discussion.  It is a channel of information and understanding for people 
who are blind or visually impaired.   In this regard, it is of particular 
importance as an access facility when engaging in particular forms of art 
and culture. 
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Primarily, it is a valuable source of interaction with visual art and 
sculpture; and is also relevant in feeling costumes and props for sets.  It 
allows access to size, shape and texture. 
 
It was suggested that times could be set aside for this facility whereby 
an audience who is blind and visually impaired would be provided with a 
dedicated time slot when they could touch and feel the art form in 
question.  It is appreciated that this may not suit a general audience from 
the point of view of having too many people touch and, perhaps, 
damage an item, as well as incurring the disdain of people who are 
sighted who do not appreciate the need for touching an art form to 
engage with it: 

- “It would be great if you could go in and touch and feel. It would be 
lovely without making anyone feel excluded … would make it really 
accessible”. (B) 

- “If it is managed properly and respectfully, it could be great”. (B) 
- “If sighted people see that they think everyone is doing it and that 

could destroy the art”. (B) 
-  “It does make a massive difference if people don’t have to have it 

audio described… if they touch it, they know what it is like and can 
experience it for themselves”. (B) 

- “Provide a touch tour before a performance …of costumes or sets.  
You might be able to walk around beforehand”. (B) 

- ”It could be really enriching”. (B)  
- “It’s amazing to get a quick feel discreetly and properly”. (B) 

 
Allocated seating is another request. There are seating preferences 
among people who are blind and visually impaired. Easily accessible 
seating within close distance of the art form is essential.  
 
A corner seat or an end of the row seat is preferred over a seat within an 
aisle.  They allow ease of access in and out of the seat, without being 
disruptive to others.  Another consideration is they allow space and 
privacy to accommodate a guide dog. 
 
Close proximity to a stage or a performance provides a greater chance 
of hearing the scripted word, feeling the presence of the actors, smelling 
the stage odours and sensing the movements that happen.  The front 
row is not necessarily the answer.  While it is suitable in The National 
Concert Hall, it may be uncomfortable in other venues where you have 
to crane your neck.  A few rows behind is generally preferred.  
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There is a need for announcements to clearly explain features that 
would be relevant to the audience who is blind or visually impaired.  
Examples provided included clearly explaining where the location of the 
exit doors, announcing if a play has dipped lighting, and if there any 
changes to the planned schedule. 
 
The fire alert is of particular relevance to people who are blind or visually 
impaired. It is important to their sense of safety and security: 

- “I want to know where the exits are … and when they say it is 
closest to you at the back left you are going, yes, how far is that 
now?” (B)   

- “I would need to know where do I get out… and what are my 
alternative routes? In a panic it is going to be everyone for 
themselves”. (V) 

 
Silence is a double edged sword.  While on the one hand, it is needed 
to hear and sense all that is going on in the environment, it is also 
necessary to break this silence to ask others for help in understanding 
what is happening.  Ideally, it benefits people who are blind or visually 
impaired to have as quiet an audience as possible and they feel 
incumbent upon them not to disturb other people’s experience. However, 
they need to at times and are hopeful people who are sighted appreciate 
their predicament.   
 
A magnifying glass can be useful to those who have some level of 
visual discernment. One respondent who is visually impaired got a “very 
good one from the NCBI” and uses it to read the covers of his videos & 
DVDs. (V)   
 
It was not suggested as a device to be provided by venues.  It is more a 
personal property.  However, it may offer potential in certain 
circumstances.  
 
3.6. THE REQUIREMENTS FROM A VENUE 
The location of the venue is important in terms of travelling to and from 
it.  Access to public transport is essential; as is easy parking and drop-
off points for drivers and taxis. 
 
The size of a venue is influential.  There is a general preference for 
smaller spaces because they are easier to navigate, and have a greater 
sense of security and comfort for the audience who is blind or visually 
impaired.   
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The 3Arena generates the most criticism: 

- “I don’t like it ‘cos it is too big, it’s huge… I just might bring my 
binoculars with me and you feel like you are a stalker”. (V) 

- “I don’t like really big venues like the O2 because I feel deafened 
and it really disorientates me further”. (B) 

- ”You actually feel quite insecure because of the design of it… it’s 
like a massive train station”. (B) 

 
Whereas, the reaction to the Pavilion, the Mermaid and the Mill are all 
alike in the sense that: 

- “I like the Pavilion because it is all seated and it’s grand”. (V) 
- “I like the Pavilion as a space… it is like being in someone’s living 

room”. (B) 
- “Sometimes the smaller venues like the Pavilion or the Mermaid or 

the Mill is better than the Gaiety or the Olympia because it is 
smaller”. (V) 

 
In light of the reliance on the sense of hearing, the acoustics in the 
venue is obviously very important.  It determines the level of enjoyment 
experienced.  There were no negative experiences recounted by 
respondents during the group discussion. 
 
The materials used in a venue are important sources of information for 
people who are blind or are visually impaired.  Variations in floor 
coverings allow the person to differentiate between areas thus enabling 
their navigation from space to space.  
 
Indicators for steps and doors are also critical.  Doors which open at a 
slow rather than a fast pace, which open in rather than out, and which do 
not revolve, are the most user friendly.   
 
Tactile paving at the entrance is very helpful.  
 
Knowing where the bathrooms are located is useful. 
 
Refreshments are not regarded as a necessity in a venue but they are 
welcomed all the same. 
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3.7. QUALITY OF SERVICE & STAFF TRAINING 
A key finding from the research is that staff need to be empathetic to the 
requirements of this particular audience.  While this group desire to be 
treated like all others, they also want to be reassured by staff that their 
requirements are understood by them.  This is not always the case. 
 
There is a regular occurrence of being dismissed by staff because of 
lack of knowledge on facilities that suit people who are blind and visually 
impaired.  Staff need to be trained on the various types of access 
facilities that are available to this audience and to know when they are 
on offer for use.   
 
It would be appreciated if staff would anticipate the necessity for verbal 
information to compensate for the lack of sight, from the time they greet 
the person, to their answering of queries and during any social 
interaction that occurs throughout the event.  It would also be useful to 
be gently guided to relevant areas of the venue.   
 
In addition, it was mentioned that it would be reassuring to know that 
staff are aware of where this audience is seated in the event of a fire. 
 
 
3.8. PROGRAMMING 
The simple message from this research is that there is not enough on.  
The current arts and culture programming does not cater adequately for 
audiences who are blind and visually impaired.  That is, adequately, in 
the sense of access and inclusiveness.  

- “We should be on an even foot with the sighted so what is 
available to you is available to us”. (B) 

 
This is attributed to the venue as well as to the providers of arts and 
culture i.e. the artists, the performers, the writers and the directors.  
There is an apparent opportunity for training them to understand the 
requirements of audiences who are blind or visually impaired in 
delivering their art form to them.  It is expected that “they would be only 
too willing… to learn how to cater for us”. (V14).  It was suggested this 
training could be done in the form of workshops with drama groups and 
suchlike. 
 
In terms of timing, this audience are open to a variety of days and times 
depending upon the art form.  The most controversial is theatre.   
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They are disappointed when an accessed performance is an infrequent 
occurrence and scheduled for an unsociable time, especially when they 
are relying on the company of others to attend.  For example, one 
matinee at the end of a month is highly “restrictive” to the point of being 
exclusionary.  They request more than one accessed opportunity per 
event and at a variety of times. They particularly favour evening times 
though a day time option is appealing too.   
 
The lunchtime concerts in the National Concert Hall at only €10 are also 
attractive; as are the musical events held in St. Paul’s Church Choir on 
every Thursday at lunch hour for a month.  These were regarded as 
being well organised and had the added attraction of providing the 
opportunity for a light lunch. 
Outdoor festivals in the summer are appealing to a point.  It very much 
depends on the nature of what is on and the availability of access 
facilities. 
For some respondents, there is a greater sense of security in attending 
events during the day, especially when one is attending alone. This is 
not an issue when accompanied and if one is with a guide dog. 
 
3.9. PRICE 
Price is an issue.  It is not a major issue but it is an important reflection 
of how this audience is valued.   
 
Price depends upon the event.  If it is one that can be enjoyed 
regardless of any disability, it is fair to expect to pay the same price as 
any other person with sight: 
 

- “Joseph O’Connor (in St. Pauls’ Church?) is a well-known person 
so I don’t mind paying €25 for that”. (B) 
 

If the event is one which requires access facilities in order for it to be 
enjoyed by a person who is blind or visually impaired, then it is expected 
than the lack of provision of relevant facilities for these audience 
members should be compensated for by offering a discounted price.  An 
accessed event is not expected to require an extra cost on top of the 
normal price being charged to people with sight: 

- “Sometimes I feel a bit short-changed for example if it is something 
more dialogue orientated I don’t mind paying €20 but if there’s no 
audio description or there’s no facilities for my guide dog or 
whatever, I feel a bit short-changed. I don’t mind paying my way 
but I do feel institutions have to accommodate us to a point”. (B) 
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- “Why do we have to pay for the pleasure of blank walls?” (B) 
- “Also I do not think I should be paying €9 for something that I will 

not be gathering a lot from”. (B) 
- “If it is dialogue then it is not fair on the rest of the people (if we get 

a discount)… it is very hard to gauge it”. (B) 
 
The idea of a discount for a sighted guide was mooted.  There has been 
experience of this, for example, in the Van Gogh museum in 
Amsterdam: 

- “We could skip the queue… mum got in for free ‘cos she was a 
sight guide, my sister got in for free ‘cos she was a student but I 
had to pay full whack… and I spent two and a half intensely boring 
hours looking at Van Gogh and I can’t see what the fuss is all 
about because I couldn’t see a thing”. (B)   

- “I do think there should be sighted guide discount because I am 
very conscious of them having to describe”. (B) 

 
A discount card for people who are blind and visually impaired was also 
suggested.  One which is used in a respectful and discreet manner: 

- “If they give it to the OAPs why not for the blind and visually 
impaired”. (V) 

- “A 20% discount is the same as travel on the continent”. (V). 
 
There is a sense that one should “not be afraid to ask” (V).  There were 
mixed experiences of being successful in this regard.  One respondent 
who is blind recounted that she was offered a ‘group’ discount if she 
brought four other people along. 
 
The following price guides were agreed upon in the focus group: 

- If an unknown or amateur act:  €15.   
- If established theatre: €30 to €45. 
- If a local theatre or venue: €15 - €35. 

 
Finally, it was noted that people who are blind and visually impaired may 
incur additional expenses when compared to those who are not disabled 
in such a manner, in terms of the need to pay for taxis to and from the 
venue. 
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3.10. MANAGEMENT SUMMARY 
People who are blind and visually impaired present themselves as a 
distinct audience with specific requirements in order to engage fully with 
arts and culture.  This group provided valuable insight into their 
requirements and potential solutions to their issues of accessibility. 
 
It was obvious from the outset that the experiences and requirements of 
people who are blind differ from those who are visually impaired.  There 
is a crossover in their requirements and, if people who are blind are 
satisfied, then those who are visually impaired will follow suit.  It has to 
be noted that respondents who are blind appeared to be more 
adventurous in their exploits than those who are visually impaired. 
 
The foremost need is to have an offering that includes them as a 
credible audience for arts and culture.  They expressed a sense of 
exclusion from ‘normal’ scheduling and a detachment from the providers 
of events. 
 
There is a sense that they are somewhat misunderstood and, therefore, 
under-catered for.  They regard themselves as a solid audience for 
future programming and wish to influence how that is delivered to them. 
 
They feel isolated in terms of communication because they are not 
receiving adequate information on what is available in terms of arts and 
culture generally, and, in particular, what is accessed for them. 
 
They feel somewhat patronised by the provision of accessed facilities at 
an unsociable time (matinee) and at the end of a run, rather than been 
given a choice of times during the entire programme.   
 
They are not offered discounts or special offers to attend, and to 
compensate others who accompany them to events that are not 
accessed. 
 
They are prepared to pay the going price for fair inclusion in events and 
feel strongly about being offer discounted rates where their accessibility 
is not catered for. 
 
They have an open mind about what is on offer and are willing to 
engage with arts and culture in a variety of its art forms. 
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Arts and culture plays an important role in their lives, providing them with 
a sense of escape and pure enjoyment at its best.  It can be heart-
breaking and head-wrecking when the accessibility interferes with this 
purity. 
 
They are discerning and see themselves as being no different to 
audiences who are sighted and who have different tastes and 
preferences. In fact, they want to be like everyone else and fit in. 
 
They suggested new ways of offering arts and culture with both more 
and better accessibility that includes audio as well touch facilities. 
In addition to access, they want to feel safe and comfortable in the 
environment. They want to be able to navigate the space without any 
feeling of insecurity and to be guided by well trained and empathetic 
staff. 
 
Attending arts and culture events is usually an accompanied experience 
and while respondents who are blind are more concerned about 
imposing on the kindness of others in audio describing for them, those 
who are visually impaired are more concerned about complying with 
what others expect of them in such a situation.  They need to be 
challenged in terms of exploring their own personal goals when it comes 
to engaging with arts and culture, and presented with more accessible 
solutions for them that grow their own confidence and that of their 
significant others who can hold them back. 
 
The world of arts and culture has so much to offer people who are blind 
and visually impaired.  At the moment it appears that they are like a 
square peg trying to fit into a round hole.  It is hoped that this research 
will be a step towards better provision for them as well as new 
opportunities for venues and providers alike. 
 
 
 
 
  



P a g e  | 41 
 

 
 

4. PEOPLE WHO ARE DEAF OR HARD OF HEARING 
 
4.1. SAMPLE OF PEOPLE WHO ARE DEAF OR HARD OF 

HEARING  
This focus group constituted eight people who are deaf or hard of 
hearing, as follows: 

- Four are deaf people who are Irish Sign Language users. 
- Three are people who are hard of hearing people and who use 

the loop system. 
- One person is hard of hearing, has a speech impairment and 

wheelchair user.  He was accompanied to the focus group by a 
PA who communicated verbally and by sign language with him.  

 
Five of the group are actively involved in pursuing the interests of people 
who are deaf or hard of hearing: 

- One holds a senior position in Hearing Loss Ireland. 
- One has retired from active involvement in Hearing Loss Ireland 

but continues to lobby on behalf of people who are hard of 
hearing 

- Two are involved in the Dublin Theatre of the Deaf – as 
performers and directors of shows; and one of whom is also a 
writer. 

- One represents people who are deaf or hard of hearing on the 
Broadcasting Authority of Ireland (BAI). 
 

All eight respondents are adults. Five are female and three are male. 
They all live in the dlr area. 
 
For the purposes of qualitative research, the composition of this focus 
group is equally spread between people who are deaf or hard of hearing 
and people who are deaf people who are Irish Sign language users. The 
national breakdown is statistically different.  As detailed from the CSO 
2011, 92,060 people identify as deaf or hearing impaired and 2,590 
identify as Irish Sign Language users. (Reference: Profile 8 Our Bill of 
Health, Central Statistics Office, 2012).   
 
This focus group took time to recruit.  It required the valuable assistance 
of a number of organisations:  Irish Hard of Hearing Association, St. 
Joseph’s House for Adult Deaf, and Deaf Blind. The group was 
convened in The Mill on February 3rd 2015 and lasted for approximately 
ninety minutes.  An Irish Sign Language (ISL) interpreter was present to 
assist with the communication. 
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4.2. ENGAGEMENT WITH ARTS & CULTURE 
This particular group may not necessarily be typical of a general 
audience of people who are deaf or hard of hearing.  Nonetheless, they 
form a highly motivated group of people who seek best practice in terms 
of providing access facilities and communications for audiences with this 
particular disability. They had a wealth of experience to bring to the 
discussion and were advocates of better practices and provisions for the 
enjoyment of arts and cultural events by people with hearing loss and 
hearing impairment. 
 
This group has various levels of interest in arts and culture: 

- Two respondents who are deaf are actively involved in arts and 
culture – i.e. those in the Dublin Theatre of the Deaf which puts 
on two ISL shows a year 

- One respondent who is deaf takes part in folklore dance classes 
in Cabra on a weekly basis.   

- Three respondents who are hard of hearing actively seek 
events to attend – plays, shows, music events. 

- One attends less since his hearing deteriorated – and is 
currently more interested in sport. 

- The remaining respondent who is deaf rarely attends.  She lives 
in residential care and finds it very difficult to access events. 

 
The level of engagement with arts and culture has not been given the 
opportunity to develop.  Due to the lack of opportunity associated with 
limited access facilities, these respondents have not been exposed to 
the diversity of arts and culture that is available to a wider audience.  At 
this stage of their interest in arts and culture, they claim to be interested 
in “anything” that will allow them access.  They would go to “anything at 
all” just to experience it and make an informed decision on whether it is 
for them or not.   
 
Ultimately, this group feel excluded from engaging with arts and culture.  
They expressed a real sense of being locked out.  They know there is a 
key to this lock in that they are aware of successful access facilities 
outside of Ireland, namely in the UK, Europe and the US.  So why not in 
Ireland: 

- The respondents appreciate that there are financial constraints on 
venues and the Government in funding effective equipment. 

- However, they are aware that money has been spent on ineffective 
equipment so they wonder why it cannot be better spent. 
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- In fact, they feel that money has been wasted because the 
systems do not work and/or have been removed from venues. 

- It is a chicken and egg situation: if the apparent audience is small 
for such facilities, their lack of and/or poor facilities deters 
attendance.  The question is would audiences grow if better 
access was provided? Our one group of respondents think so. 

  
Here are some experiences which set the scene for explaining why 
people who are deaf and those who are hard of hearing are not 
engaging as often as they would like to in arts and culture:  

- “I went deaf 23 years ago before that I thought nothing of going to 
the cinema, to the theatre, to art exhibitions, but then suddenly I 
couldn’t hear and over the years I’ve got out ‘cos of my 
involvement with the hard of hearing association.  I am going to the 
theatre now because of captioning.  Prior to that I used to get a 
script… and you read it ‘til you’re black and blue in the face and 
you know it off by heart and you can follow the play then.” (H)3 

- “I love the theatre but I have almost given up apart from 
occasionally going to the captioned performances because I can’t 
hear.  Loop systems are supplied in some theatres but they 
haven’t ever really worked properly.” (H). 

- “A lot of deaf people have not had full access up to now so it’s 
impossible to go to the theatre etc. … there hasn’t been any with 
interpreting and captioning”.  (D)4 

- “The arts and theatre is a night out.  I go the odd time but the loops 
are not that good even the Abbey, the National Concert Hall, 
Wexford Opera House and the New Bord Gáis Theatre. They have 
poor loops.  They reckon that only 5% of the loops meet the 
European standard”. (H) 

- “With reading and subtitles you are reading and you are looking 
and it’s not the same thing”. (H) 

 
4.3. TYPES OF ART AND CULTURE 
There is an appreciation for arts and culture among this group.  It is a 
source of personal pride and satisfaction in being able to engage with an 
art form, particularly the spoken word.  It is social outlet and a source of 
social engagement.  It is a stimulating exercise and a source of 
conversation when sharing opinions and ideas with fellow enthusiasts.   

                                                           
3 (H) = a quote provided by a respondent who is hard of hearing. 
4 (D) = a quote provided by a respondent who is deaf. 
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It is a relationship bond whereby it provides an outlet to share with loved 
ones and friends.  It “can make you feel great” (H).  Altogether, arts and 
culture offers a valuable outlet to those that appreciate its benefits. 
 
It is accepted that arts and culture is not for everyone.  It is a self-
selecting interest associated with options and choices.  The people who 
are deaf or hard of hearing feel that their options and choices are 
reduced by arts and culture providers who are not facilitating their 
requirements. 
 
Theatre is the top of mind arts and culture outlet.  This group were more 
inclined to talk about theatre and performance than any other art form.  
This reflects the nature of the people in attendance:  two are heavily 
involved in theatre, two others in pursuing better services for audiences 
who are deaf in such places, and one is a BAI rep.: 

- The theatres attended by respondents include: The Mill, The 
Pavilion, The Abbey, The Gate, The Savoy, The Gaiety, The Helix, 
The Civic, The Peacock, The National Concert Hall, New Bord 
Gáis Energy Theatre, and Wexford Opera House. 

- “I like to go to the Abbey Theatre. They have interpreted 
performances once a month or a few times a year or so. I go when 
I see different interpreted performances. They need to let people 
know”.  (D) 

- “I like to go to the Abbey Theatre because of the interpreted 
performances”. (D) 

 
Visual art is mostly seen in galleries outside of the dlr area, especially 
the National Gallery: 

- The National Art Gallery has an ISL tour once every 2 months and 
a hard of hearing tour “where they give you neck loops and a guide 
speaks into a microphone and you can hear every word she says”. 
(H) 

- “I go to galleries when I am away”. (H). 
- “I love something visual… I like to go in and look…. arts galleries, 

Stephen’s Green art exhibition…” (H) 
 
Sculpture & street art elicited little mention as a contender in the arts and 
culture sector.  There was low recall of sculpture and street art in the dlr 
area: 

- The top of mind recall was for Molly Malone, the “Floozy in the 
Jacuzzi”, and the famine statues juxtaposed with the IFSC centre 
which “shows how far we have come … that is very evocative”. (H) 
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- One person mentioned a new sculpture of a pig in Stephen’s 
Green. (D) 

- “I like when you see different things around – I remembers a few 
years ago the cows in Dublin”. (D) 
 

Overall, museums and galleries have a limited appeal in this group.  
There was minimal mention of them as a source of exposure to art and 
culture.  Again, their uptake rests on catered accessible events:  

- “OPW a few months ago had ISL interpreters for the tour of Dublin 
Castle and it was very nice to see”. (D) 

 
Cinema is regarded as a cultural activity.  While mainstream cinema is 
top of mind, there is some appreciation for cultural cinema but the 
requirement is the same, to have effective access i.e. subtitling.  All 
respondents watch movies at home with subtitles.  They claim to watch 
“anything” that is subtitled, “anything really”: 

- Scheduling is another problem.  Subtitled movies are typically at 
impractical times i.e. around 6pm:  “Subtitling is always at the 
wrong time. They are at quarter to six in the evening or quarter 
past six and that is the wrong time to go… it is a bad time to go, it 
is not a practical time”.  (D)  

- Access is critical: “I generally get nothing from the cinema.  I can’t 
hear anything so I if a new movie comes out I wait three months 
until it is out on DVD and watch it then”. (H) 

 
Festivals are not a priority for respondents.  They typically present a 
challenge for people with hearing difficulties.  They do not feel catered 
for: 

- “I love to go but there is no access”. (D) 
- “Things like the Dún Laoghaire Festival where you have writers 

speaking, I am afraid to go to any of those because any time I 
have gone I can’t hear because there are no facilities”. (H)  

 
Dance is a niche appeal.  Some respondents claimed to have an 
interest in attending dance events e.g. ballet, (Nutcracker) and 
Riverdance.  It’s benefit lie in it being a visually attractive experience 
which does not need interpretation.  The use of a balloon assists the feel 
of vibrations.  
 
Libraries are mentioned as a source of scripts for preparing in advance 
when going to a show or performance.   



P a g e  | 46 
 

 
 

The new library in Dún Laoghaire had a low level of spontaneous 
mention among the group of this.  They have limited knowledge on it and 
enquired if it has a space for performance.  
 
With regard to genres, everybody has their own interest.  The group 
mentioned history, comedy, Irish culture, Dublin culture (Strumpet City), 
thriller, action, classical, romance, detective, sci-fi.  In essence they are 
open-minded because the priority is access: 

- “Since I am dependent I don’t choose. If there is one available and 
if I am told about it I go”. (H) 

- “I prefer thriller or action because you don’t have to listen”. (H) 
- “I would like to go and see anything”. (H) 

 
If all events were accessible, people who are deaf or hard of hearing 
would be more selective about what they would attend.  But selective 
access determines the opportunity so they are saying they would go to 
anything just for the sake of engaging: 

- “I don’t think we would be any different from normal people; we all 
watch different types of things… we are not that any different from 
the rest of the population”. (H) 

- “It’s not that we are not too fussy; it’s that we have to take what we 
get!”  (H) 

 
4.4. COMMUNICATION 
But it is not just the access facilities that determine attendance.  The 
other key issue is communication.  “We need to be made aware of what 
is going on”. (H) 
 
There is a dearth of knowledge on what is available to audiences who 
are deaf or hard of hearing, not only in terms of programming but also in 
terms of access. Thus, they tend not to seek out information on 
upcoming accessible events because in their experience access 
provision has been limited.  There is an assumption that there is little ‘for 
me’. 
 
The current sources of awareness used by respondents are as follows: 

- Word of mouth is top of mind.  Learning about an event from a 
reliable other person is a strong motivator to consider attending.   
Typically, a discussion ensues about the access facilities and the 
experience to be expected. Personal recommendation and referral 
by others serve as active promoters. 
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- Newspapers:  Irish Independent, Sunday World, Irish Times, 
Herald, and local papers: 

- “I would go to what has good reviews in the paper”. (H) 
- “With times and locations… to see what’s on”. (H) 

- Individual websites of relevant venues and organisations are 
visited with a view to learning about what is on offer.  This requires 
effort in terms of time and knowledge on what to look up.  The 
most useful tool would be a comprehensive website that provides 
information on a multitude of events and venues.  There is limited 
awareness of the ADI website and its “arts page” and, on hearing 
about it in the group, a high level of intention was expressed in 
signing up for it.   

- Newsletters have an appeal whereby people join a mailing list to 
keep up to date on news about events.  They are typically received 
by email and represent one source e.g. The Abbey Theatre.  The 
idea of a newsletter with information on a range of venues and 
cultural events has a high level of appeal.  The respondents were 
happy to sign up for the dlr Arts Office newsletter during the focus 
group.  Some are already signed up to the IDS newsletter. 

- News article on TV or radio is a useful source of information.  The 
Late Late Show was mentioned in particular. 

- Communities for the deaf serve as invaluable links between 
providers of arts and culture and deaf/hard of hearing audiences.  
The example was provided of the Abbey Theatre informing the IDS 
of accessed events, who in turn inform its members. 

- Texting is not a top of mind communication channel but it is a 
welcome source of information. While there has been limited 
experience of this to date, the group expressed interest in knowing 
more about this: 

- “ADI Arts has a text system where you text ‘access arts’ and 
your name to their number so when there is a captioned play 
coming anywhere in Ireland, you get a text telling you”. (H) 

 
In terms of timing, the respondents like to receive information two weeks 
up to three months before the event, depending on the nature of the 
event and how much notice is required in terms of planning head and 
making a booking. 
 
Reaction to posters used in the research: 
The reaction to the sample posters was low. The group was slow to 
respond as they seemed to quietly search for relevance in the visuals 
and in the text.   
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The critical feature is information on access and most of the posters 
which were used in the research did not provide that.  They are in 
keeping with the norm that it is a struggle to get information: 

- “It does not give you access; it just tells you it’s on”. (H)  
- “Anything with speech, we need to know if there is access”. (H) 
- “If there is a specific date with signing that should be on the poster; 

we should not have to look for that information every time”. (H) 
 
There is mixed opinion on the presentation of the access information.  
There is a desire for it to be noticeable yet normalised: 

- Do not give too much “attention to the access because then it 
looks like it is not normal”. (D) 

 
Attention is caught by the following: 

- The pencil drawing of the young man (Gary Coyle). 
- The word ‘silent’ film because it suggests subtitles (Life in the 

Day). 
 
Reaction to the leaflets used in the research: 
Again, the reaction to the leaflets used in the research was slow.  The 
primary issue is accessibility.  If that is not forthcoming on a leaflet, the 
leaflet fails. Leaflets are potentially a powerful source of information to 
define the relevance of the event to the reader who is deaf or hard of 
hearing.  If the person is not assured he/she will be able to ‘hear’, then 
the event is dismissed. 
 
There is no preference in terms of colour so long as there is a strong 
contrast between the background and the writing. There are also no 
demands in terms of the font used. 
 
There is an appeal for folded leaflets – three to five leaves – because 
they are easy to manage in the hand and the folds segment the 
information into defined parts.  
 
It is important that the information is simple and clear.  A busy leaflet 
with an apparent overload of text is too daunting and respondents are 
not attracted to the text: 

- “Nothing grabs your attention when there is too much happening”. 
(D) 

 
Visual images have a great impact in drawing the reader in.  This is then 
followed by a synopsis of the event.   
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Details on the times, dates and location need to be easy to locate.  
Booking details and contact information are necessary also.  
 
The language used in communications is important in not defining 
people who are deaf or hard of hearing as a unit i.e. do not refer to this 
audience as ‘the deaf’ or ‘the hard of hearing’.  Treat them as ‘people’ 
and as a ‘community’ not as a noun: 

- “Please do not call us ‘the hard of hearing’; we are ‘hard of hearing 
people’”. (H) 

- “‘The deaf community’ is fine”. (D) 
 

It is an ongoing struggle to engage with providers of arts and culture to 
accommodate the requirements of those who are deaf or hard of 
hearing.  Some of the respondents have tried to convey their concerns 
to venues by speaking to staff in person, on the phone and in writing.  
But there has been little positive feedback of change in practice.  
Venues continue to fail to provide access facilities. 
 
4.5. ACCESS PROVISIONS 
The nature and level of access provisions are consistent in their request. 
These are not listed in order of priority. 
 
ISL interpreting is essential for an audience that is deaf to enable the 
spoken word to be ‘heard’. Ideally, the ISL interpreter needs to be 
located close to the action so that the person who is deaf can combine 
the signing with the action in unison:   

- The ultimate experience would be to have an interpreter for each 
performer.  There was mention of shadowing interpreters in the 
U.S., whereby each actor is shadowed by an interpreter who is 
dressed in black. This is expected to be unrealistically expensive 
to implement. 

- Sign language is the preferred option over subtitles and captioning 
because of any literacy issues that exist among this population.  

 
Captioning is a top of mind tool for both people who are deaf and 
people who are hard of hearing. There are mixed experiences of 
captioning facilities to date:   

- The ideal is for the captioning to be located close to the action 
without obstructing or detracting from the performance.  Whether 
than entails two screens or one is not the issue.   
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- The worst case scenario is the ‘yo-yo’ effect whereby the screen is 
high above the performance to necessitate the reader to constantly 
move one’s head up and down; and the ‘Wimbledon’ effect 
whereby the screens are so far removed from the action that one 
has to constantly look sideways from the screen to the action. 

- The idea of individual screens which are known to be available in 
the U.S., elicited mixed reaction in the focus group.  Using such 
would be expected to take away from the performance because 
one’s head would be looking down.  Also, this is expected to be 
expensive to implement. 

- It is necessary that the captioning is in sync with the spoken word 
and to comprehensively represent all that is said.  The ideal is for 
real-time captioning whereby the spoken word is captioned as it is 
said. 

- The number of lines of text is important.  It was recalled that five 
lines are common in the UK while three lines are common in 
Ireland.  There is no definitive conclusion on which performs better 
in light of the lack of experience of captioned performances here. 

- The size of the screens should be large enough to be read from a 
distance but small enough not to dominate the view. 

- “It depends on where you sit… sometimes you are straining your 
face and it cannot be comfortable actually to look at the stage and 
at the captioning at the same time”. (D) 

- ADI is complimented for its captioning: “ADI Arts have done a 
couple of presentations there (Pavilion) where captioning was put 
in and that has been excellent”. (H) 

 
Speech-to-text is a real-time option that people prefer but it is not 
regarded as realistic for a full-length performance.  It is best suited to 
short conversations or presentations whereby the spoken word is typed 
in the company of the audience.  One example of its usefulness would 
be at a literary event such as a poetry reading: 

- “Like a stenographer”. (H) 
- “Makes a huge difference”. (H) 

 
Subtitles are indispensable for the enjoyment of a filmed performance.  
They are used by respondents for cinema and television.  It is important 
that the text is in sync with the spoken word and that it comprehensively 
covers all that is said.  In addition, it is necessary that they are in one’s 
native English.   
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A loop system is a critical piece of equipment and a top of mind request 
by those who are hard of hearing.  It is an essential tool for enabling 
successful engagement with an audio event.  It is known to work more 
successfully in countries outside of Ireland. Thus, Irish audiences are 
missing out.  It is a significant gatekeeper to effective engagement with 
arts and culture:  

- “Pavilion have a new system that they have put in the ceiling but 
you need to be in the top row to be able to hear which means you 
can’t see what they are saying down there … it was put in wrong 
and I don’t think it has been corrected”.  (H) 

- “Loops are hopeless … I’m begging them to get it right… its 
hopeless”. (H) 

- “They have taken the loop out in the Gaiety and they have no 
plans to replace it”. (H) 
 

Seat allocation with unobstructed views and location close to the stage 
is a highly appealing concept.  It was suggested that venues could 
assign relevant seating for booking by attendees who are deaf or hard of 
hearing.  Any seat which has not been booked could be released to the 
general audience closer to the date. In particular, there should be 
reserved seating in view of the ISL interpreter. 
 
Scripts offer a selective alternative.  Access to scripts prior to a 
performance is a desired option for some people.  They can be difficult 
to acquire from a venue.  It is important that the script is that which is 
being used in a performance rather than a general text book or script 
available, for example, from a library.  Others do not wish to spoil their 
enjoyment of an event by familiarising themselves with the storyline 
and/or ending.  Reading a script during a performance is generally 
regarded as nonsensical in that it detracts the reader’s attention away 
from the stage: 

- “It is very hard to get a script”. (D) 
- “The script is hard work, you have to read it and read it and you 

practically know it all off by heart”. (H) 
- “You have to be sure the script you are getting is going to be the 

one exactly on stage”. (H) 
 
The provision of brochures and programmes with a brief synopsis 
of the event is very useful “to give you an idea of what is happening in 
the show”. (D) 
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Performers should know that lip reading is a key tool for interpreting the 
spoken word.  It is essential that performers and actors face forwards to 
allow their lips to be read and to ensure that their faces are not 
obstructed by costumes or equipment: 

- “It would be really good if part of the education of the acting groups 
is that they are told not to turn their backs and to know that reading 
lips can be affected by the angle of the actor” (H) 

- They are required to speak loudly and clearly so as to be heard by 
the hard of hearing. 

- The smaller the number of performers, the better:  “if you only 
have two or three actors it is much easier but if there are six or 
seven it is more difficult”. (H) 

 
Microphones are another issue.  The clarity of the spoken word is 
essential and can be enhanced by the use of head microphones by 
actors.  However, they can affect the visibility of the mouth which makes 
lip-reading difficult or impossible.  
 
Google type glasses are known to be a new development in the 
cinema in the U.S.  They are not regarded as a realistic option for Irish 
venues in the near future.  There was little enthusiasm for them in the 
focus group. 
 
4.6. THE REQUIREMENTS FROM A VENUE 
The size of the venue influences access to arts and culture.  The 
smaller the size, the better the enjoyment: 

- A smaller venue is less distracting visually for the audience 
which is deaf or hard of hearing.  It allows them to concentrate 
their attention in a smaller space: 

- “In small theatres, captioning is much better because it 
can slightly be above the stage but on the stage if you 
know what I mean so you can watch the captioning and 
what is happening on the stage at the same time”. (H) 

- The stage is generally smaller so there is a more 
contained space to focus one’s attention. 

- Seating may be closer to the stage and, hence, more suitable 
for this audience. 

- Any access technology is generally better in provision: 
- The ISL interpreter and captioning may be placed closer 

to the performers. 
- The loop system has a smaller space in which to 

successfully operate. 
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- A smaller sized audience is more intimate and a more 
comfortable environment in which to be a part of. 

- Staff may be more familiar, better able and more inclined to 
assist the requirements of the audience. 

- Performances may be more local in origin and offer a 
community of spirit in their engagement.   
 

But on the other hand, smaller venues have their limits: 
- They are typically more limited in their funding and, hence, their 

capacity to cater for the requirements of different audiences. 
- The programming may be more local and more amateur than 

larger venues which is not necessarily a negative but limits the 
scope of productions. 

- Staff may have less experience of individual scenarios and may 
be less well trained than a larger venue. 

 
The quality of the acoustics in a building is important to the 
effectiveness of the loop system.  It affects the ability to hear.   
 
4.7. QUALITY OF SERVICE & STAFF TRAINING 
Any negative experience from staff in arts and culture is associated with 
ignorance and lack of knowledge rather than an intended disregard for 
an audience which is deaf or hard of hearing. 
 
It was suggested that people working in the arts and culture industry 
ought to be trained in how to ensure people who are deaf or hard of 
hearing have a quality experience.  Such staff training is regarded as a 
perquisite for delivering a quality service, in a friendly and helpful 
manner. 
Staff are expected to have a basic awareness of access facilities and to 
recognise that people who are deaf or hard of hearing have specific 
requirements in order to fully engage in a particular event: 

- “People in the box office do not know what we are talking about all 
these things, about the captioning, about the loop system”. (H) 

- “If staff could just basic sign, it would be good for the rapport… am 
not talking about fluent or anything”. (D) 
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4.8. PROGRAMMING 
Programming of events with access provisions is a contentious issue.  
The frequency of accessible events is regarded as “rare”.  There is a 
selection process in place that affects the opportunity for people who are 
deaf or hard of hearing to engage without difficulty in arts and culture: 

- Only certain events are chosen to benefit those with hearing 
difficulties i.e. typically, selected performances of elected events.   

- Only certain access facilities may be offered e.g. captioning 
without ISL interpretation. 

- Only certain times are scheduled.  The timing is typically outside 
popular time-slots i.e. mid-afternoon and early evening (6.15pm) 
rather than evening; weekday rather than weekend.  Such times 
are inconvenient for the people who are deaf or hard of hearing 
who are employed, studying or occupied with family commitments.  
In addition, the times may not suit other people who wish to 
accompany them to the events.  This accentuates the feeling of 
not being treated as ‘normal’: 
- “So you can’t have a choice, it is decided for you”. (H) 

 
Thus, this selection process squeezes out this particular audience from 
mainstream scheduling.  
 
An example arose in the research: the forthcoming captioned show of 
‘The Girl Who Forgot To Sing Badly’ which will be held on the 11th 
March.  The initial reactions to this were “it’s not for me”: 

- It is a midweek morning event so the timing is not practical. 
- It is a children’s show so it not appealing to mature adults. 
- There will be no ISL interpretation for this show so it eliminates a 

certain population. 
- There was no interest among the group in seeking more 

information on the event. 
 
4.9. PRICE 
The issue of price did not arise in this focus group.  That is not to imply 
that it is not important.  The lack of opportunity to attend accessed arts 
and culture events takes priority at this point in time.  That is not to say, 
on being given a choice of programming, price would not become an 
issue.   
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4.10..MANAGEMENT SUMMARY 
It is evident from this research that people who are deaf or hard of 
hearing are not being catered for. The primary need is access i.e. the 
ability to ‘hear’ what is going on.  Otherwise, the experience is 
meaningless. There is a prevailing sense that access facilities could and 
should be better. And ultimately, it is the responsibility of the venue. 

 
There is a sense of abnormality about needing access facilities.  This 
dearth of provision is interpreted as a denial of this audience. This is an 
audience with access requirements which are not being satisfied.  It is 
an uphill battle for this audience to be served.  They want to engage with 
arts and culture; they expect it will be a meaningful experience for them 
if it provides them with access.  Without access, this potential audience 
is not allowed to develop and become an essential part of the wider 
audience.  It is a missed opportunity for all concerned. 
 
An analogy was made with wheelchair access.  Having achieved access 
across many facilities, wheelchair users are normalised into mainstream 
society.  Their mobility is no longer a disability in engaging in everyday 
activities.  It is hoped similar could be achieved for people who are deaf 
or hard of hearing by providing access as a normal practice whereby 
users blend in without being locked out or set apart.   
 
Due to the dearth of opportunity to attend accessible events, an 
audience which is deaf or hard of hearing is at a relatively immature 
development stage.  The lack of experience of engaging with arts and 
culture limits the capacity to make informed judgements on how it can 
become a part of their lives.  Nonetheless, the respondents in the group 
continue to seek access to arts and culture. They have not given up on 
it. 
 
Their arts and cultural experiences are being controlled.  This audience 
is dependent upon what is offered to them.  They are not in control of 
their arts and culture consumption.  They are hungry for experiences 
and are making demands on the sector to listen to their requirements 
and provide them with opportunities. 
 
It is known that suitable access provisions are available.  They are not 
expecting the sector to reinvent itself but to source funding to invest 
wisely in the best performing technology.  Current systems do not 
necessarily provide the best experience.  Better alternatives are known 
to be available but at a cost.   
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In addition to the availability of access provisions, the frequency and 
actual timing of their offering requirements to be addressed.  

 
5. PEOPLE WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITIES 

 
5.1. SAMPLE OF PEOPLE WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITIES 
The focus group with people with intellectual disabilities constituted nine 
adults.  
 
Seven were female and two were male. They all live in the dlr area.  
Some live in residential homes while others live in family homes. 
 
They have various levels of education and one is employed in a retail 
outlet.  All are attached to a Carmona centre and were accompanied to 
the group by their respective facilitators.   
 
The respondents were familiar with one another and were comfortable in 
the research group situation.  They displayed considerable respect for 
the exercise being amenable to discussing the topic of arts and culture 
and explaining what works best for them.  This group of people with an 
intellectual disability were a discerning group; they know their likes and 
dislikes.  
 
The duration of this focus group was shorter than the other two i.e. an 
hour rather than ninety minutes. Thus, the extent of the detail collected 
is not as great as for the other two focus groups.  The predominant 
purpose of the discussion was to elicit their general orientation towards 
arts and culture, and to identify their requirements from the dlr Arts 
Office in providing them with quality opportunities.  This was achieved in 
the time available. 
 
In addition, this discussion was not taped.  Thus, there are no quotes 
used in the reporting of these findings. 
 
The focus group was recruited with the invaluable help and support of 
Carmona Services. The discussion was convened in dlr LexIcon in Dún 
Laoghaire on November 20th 2014.   
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5.2. ENGAGEMENT WITH ARTS & CULTURE 
Arts and culture plays an important role in the lives of these respondents 
who have an intellectual disability.  They have a high level of 
appreciation for the sector.  It enhances their quality of life and provides 
them with an outlet for personal fulfilment. 
 
Their level of engagement with arts and culture is predominantly 
dependent upon the influence of significant others who channel 
information to them on what opportunities exist and who are party to the 
decision on what is attended.  The level of involvement of others in 
affecting the extent and nature of this engagement varies from one 
respondent to another.  In general, the higher the level of intellectual 
disability, the more removed the decision making is from them.   This, in 
turn, transfers the responsibility of engagement onto those who influence 
the decision on their behalf.  In this instance, both the decision maker 
and the person with an intellectual disability form the target for the 
providers of arts and culture. 
 
All of the group attend arts and culture events in the company of others.  
They may be included in an outing with other people with intellectual 
disabilities as well as their instructors, and they may also accompany 
family and friends to other events.  But even though they go with others, 
they recount their own individual experience and what they themselves 
got from the event. They are also certain of what they need from the 
occasion themselves. 
 
These respondents with intellectual disabilities are generally amenable 
in terms of when and where they are brought.  There is a high level of 
trust in those who bring them. They are positive in their reliance on 
others and dependent upon their decision making on their behalf. 
In addition to being consumers of arts and culture, most of the group are 
also active doers.  They enjoy doing art in the form of drawings and 
paintings.  Some also participate in dance activities and others in singing 
activities. As such, they have a qualified experience of the delivery and 
execution of arts and culture as creators and performers.  This enhances 
the rewards they gain from arts and culture per se.   The sector provides 
them with enjoyment and fulfilment. 
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5.3. THE BENEFITS OF ARTS AND CULTURE 
These respondents with intellectual disabilities are looking for a positive 
emotional connection with the arts and culture events they attend. 
 
Engaging with arts and culture is typically an ‘outing’; one which is 
preceded by excitement in anticipating and looking forward to the event; 
followed by enjoyment during it; and usually resulting in positive post 
memories.  All of these stages add to their experience of, and 
appreciation for, arts and culture. 
 
Not all experiences promise a positive outcome.  There is discernment in 
the assessment of arts and culture.  In essence, people with intellectual 
disabilities favour experiences that guarantee a warm, positive and 
comfortable encounter.  They seek occasions that are predictably 
entertaining and will not shock their system.  Thus, familiarity is 
important to them. They need to know what to expect and how to 
behave in advance.  Ultimately, they want to enjoy it but they also want 
to fit in. 
 
The most frequently cited example is musicals whereby the story line is 
generally familiar; the music encourages interaction; the familiarity instils 
confidence; and the outcome is both physical and emotionally 
stimulating. 
 
5.4. TYPES OF ART AND CULTURE 
The group of respondents with intellectual disabilities is primarily visually 
and orally motivated.  Their discussion on their arts and culture 
experiences demonstrated a preference for music and dance in 
particular, as well as visual art and sculpture.  They also mentioned 
cinema. 
 
Theatre was top of mind. There was a high recall of dancing and singing 
shows.  They enthusiastically reminisced about happy, joyful and 
engaging performances with the added benefit of being able to join in 
and sing along.  The enjoyment often continues after the show whereby 
they continue to sing the songs and re-enact the experience. 
 
The most memorable musicals were ‘Musical of Shrek’ (Olympia 
Theatre?), ‘The Lion King’, ‘Footloose’, and ‘Mama Mia’.  They use the 
word “shows” when referring to them. 
 



P a g e  | 59 
 

 
 

In terms of plays, the requirement is for simple and uncomplicated 
storylines.  Ones which engage attention, sustain interest and enable 
understanding.  They must be easy to follow to satisfactorily entertain 
the audience with intellectual disabilities.  
 
Dance has a certain appeal. There is a preference for contemporary 
dance.  This is in keeping with their interest in popular music and 
musicals.  The art of movement to music, and the freedom it evokes, is 
evocative for this audience.  
 
Two respondents are also interested in ballet.  They recalled ‘Swan 
Lake’ in the Pavilion and ‘The Nutcracker’ in The Mill. It was obvious that 
the rest of the group did not share their passion.  
 
Music is enjoyed in many ways.  In addition to musicals, respondents 
enjoy going to concerts.  They have a mix of interests.  While all enjoy 
pop music, in particular ‘One Direction’ and music typically played on 
Spin FM, some also enjoy other genres.  Classical music and attending 
concerts in the NCH is favoured by a few.  Going along to performances 
by choirs was also mentioned.  The ‘Beatles’ is another favourite for 
some. 
 
Visual art is interesting to this group.  They were drawn to the images 
on the posters and leaflets that were used in the research.  They are 
generally attracted to colour, obvious shapes, people’s expressions, 
contrasting light and shade. 
 
They like art.  They enjoy talking about it.  They understand it as an art 
form.  They do it themselves.  They said if they had a chance to have 
their own art exhibition, they would feel “proud” and a sense of “glee”. 
 
But they are discerning and have their own personal likes and dislikes.  
What appeals to one, may not appeal to another.  The face in the ‘Gary 
Coyle’ poster was intriguing to some but at the same times “boring” and 
“sad” to others.  The ‘Dún Laoghaire Life in the Day’ poster drew 
attention in two areas: some were attracted to the image of the wheel 
while others were drawn to the colourful reflection on the water.  This 
exercise in the research showed how attentive this audience can be to 
art and how dismissive they can be if it does not instantly engage them. 
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Sculpture was discussed in relation to the monuments and statues that 
exist in public places.  There was high level of recall of specific items 
throughout the dlr area.  This was prompted by the leaflet entitled ‘dlr 
Sculpture Trail Map’ – the respondents enthusiastically identified the 
many which were familiar to them. Again, they were drawn to colour and 
shape. 
 
It is evident from this exercise that street sculpture serves as an 
important fixture on the landscape.  It signifies landmarks in the locality.  
In addition, this group appreciates how sculpture adds to the aesthetics 
of the community. They explain it would be “empty” otherwise. 
 
Cinema is a top of mind social outlet.  Going to see a film is embraced 
with much enthusiasm.  It is a treat for everyone but especially those 
living in residential homes where people take it in turns to be brought on 
a special outing to the cinema.   The conversation was focused on 
mainstream cinema rather than cultural cinema.  However, the research 
suggests that there may be an opportunity to provide popular ‘old’ 
movies, for examples musicals, for this audience to attend in a 
comfortable setting.  
 
Literary events are not a top of mind art form.  They are familiar with the 
concept of poetry and book readings but they need to be simple and 
meaningful to engage this audience.  One respondent recalled an author 
coming to the VEC where the reading was accompanied by getting the 
audience to act out the story.  This was greeted with a high level of 
appeal.   
 
The respondents were more engaged in the children’s section of the 
library. They like the spaces and the light but appeared to be 
uncomfortable in the darker end of the gallery space. 
 
It must be noted that when the research group was followed by a tour of 
the new library, boredom appeared to set in when we went beyond the 
children’s section.  In addition, the respondents liked the spaces and the 
light but appeared to be afraid of the dark end in the gallery.  
 
Festivals can be a fun outing if there are activities involved.  There was 
little discussion on this in the group other than the mention of a circus.  
The research would indicate that the enjoyment of a festival is influenced 
by the ease of becoming involved and familiarity with what is on offer.  
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With regard to genres, there is a preference for those which generate 
warm feelings and are safe in the sense of being predictably comforting 
and entertaining.  They unequivocally enjoy familiar music, dance and 
visual stimulation. 
 
They clearly denounce that which is complex, serious, negative, and 
“naughty”.  In this sense they say “no” to tragedy, romance and thriller.  
Comedy is acceptable if the jokes are “good” i.e. if they are not vulgar or 
complicated 
 
5.5. COMMUNICATION 
The discussion on communication was brief in this particular group.  The 
respondents are predominantly reliant upon significant others to channel 
information to them in terms of what is available and relevant to attend.  
And it would appear from this group that the more profound the 
disability, the greater the reliance on others.    
 
The communication channel for an audience with intellectual disabilities 
is primarily word of mouth.  Any other form of communication from 
providers of arts and culture plays typically a secondary role. While 
advertising and marketing materials may be seen and read, the resulting 
attendance at events is notably affected by the need to be accompanied 
by others. 
 
The access to communication by this audience is predominantly through 
what can be defined as gatekeepers i.e. those who lead the discussion 
on what to attend.  While people with intellectual disabilities may clearly 
express what they like and do not like, their access to knowledge about 
events is typically channelled through significant others – be that family, 
friends or instructors.  
 
This, in turn, questions the interest of these gatekeepers in arts and 
culture.  Their orientations surely impact upon how receptive they are to 
information about events and, in turn, what they communicate to their 
relatives with intellectual disabilities, friends and clients. This research 
identifies them as a significant group to be researched in the future. 
 
On being given the opportunity to assess printed materials in the focus 
group, it is apparent that people with intellectual disabilities are attracted 
to information which is simple and direct, with short sharp messaging so 
there is no confusion over what is being communicated.   
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In addition, they are stimulated by visual prompts which are colourful 
and meaningful; not abstract and perplexing. 
 
5.6. THE REQUIREMENTS FROM A VENUE 
Time did not allow us to explore this topic in detail.  The following 
insights were gleaned from other conversations in the group.   
 
This group is generally tolerable of whatever is presented to them.  They 
seem to be just glad to get there and do not place any demands on the 
services and features of the venues. 
 
There is a need for an arts and culture outlet within their own locality.  
The group were proud of the Pavilion and spoke highly of their 
experiences in it.  It is a highlight for them to go there. 
 
Large spaces may be preferred to small spaces whereby it is an easier 
environment for people with an intellectual disability to blend in.  Further 
exploration is required on this topic. 
 
As individual consumers of arts and culture, they need to be given the 
space and privacy to consume the experience in company (in harmony 
with others) while at the same time not disturbing fellow attendees by 
sound or movement. 
 
Future research is required to explore the significance and validity of 
these findings on this topic. 
 
5.7. PROGRAMMING 
The programming of events to suit people with intellectual disabilities is 
expected to respect their need for familiar and light entertainment.  They 
do not have any particular access issues, unlike those with visual or 
hearing impairments.  In comparison to the latter, this audience did not 
express a dearth of events of attend.  They are satisfied with their 
exposure to arts and culture, and the opportunity to engage with its 
many forms. 
 
In terms of planning future events, the research highlights the significant 
requirements of this group.  To be offered familiar and safe programming 
is required.  The essential ingredients of successful programming is to 
allow this audience member to be stimulated visually and orally; and to 
be allowed to engage physically with performances i.e. to sing along and 
or to dance.     
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Any programming needs to be clearly communicated to both people with 
intellectual disabilities and their significant others.  The latter are critical 
influencers in terms of dispensing information on upcoming events and 
encouraging attendance.   
 
The research indicates the potential for developing an outreach 
programme which would be primarily action driven.  For example, 
participatory workshops on art, music, dance and drama affording 
people the opportunity to learn and interact with a particular art form; 
and convened in a secure and comfortable environment. 

 
5.8. PRICE 
Price was not mentioned by the respondents in this group.  But it is an 
issue for Carmona Services where budgets have been cut, which 
impacts on facilitators accompanying audiences with intellectual 
disabilities. 
 
 
5.9..MANAGEMENT SUMMARY 
The consumption of arts and culture is an individual experience 
regardless of one’s intellectual disability and, in that regard, it puts 
everyone on an equal footing.  It enables diverse audiences to share an 
experience without a cumulative response.  Each audience member 
creates his/her own response based on a personal investment of time 
and attention, interpretation and outcome. 
 
Arts and culture provides an emotional and physical outlet for people 
with an intellectual disability.  It brings joy to their world and is a source 
of pleasure and personal gratification. It is evident from the research, 
that it is an important part of their lives; one which they look forward to 
with anticipation and excitement. 
 
The propensity to engage with different forms of art and culture is 
influenced by the anticipated emotional take-out from attendance.  They 
seek a form of escapism in being distracted from the mundanity of 
everyday living and transported to an enjoyable outlet.  They want to be 
excited and entertained by the occasion to the point of having no doubt 
that the engagement has been special. 
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A comfortable and secure environment is essential for people with an 
intellectual disability.  They favour familiarity so that they have no 
concern about how the event might affect them.  They expressed a clear 
need to seamlessly fit into the occasion.  
 
They like to know in advance what to expect from the arts and culture 
event.  They are particularly attracted to events of which they have some 
previous knowledge and, for some, experience of.  The more they know 
what to expect, the more confident they are about attending.   
 
They are particularly attracted to interactive forms of arts and culture, 
especially music and dance.  They also enjoy simple and easily 
consumed visual art.  That which is abstract or complex does not 
resonate with them and is, hence, dismissed. 
 
This group is dependent on others in accessing arts and culture.  
Depending upon their level of intellectual disability, they require the 
assistance of others in channelling communication about events, making 
decisions on what to attend, booking the event in advance, getting to 
and from the event, and in engaging with the event when present.  It is 
significant others (i.e. family, friends and instructors) who are expected 
to satisfy these requirements rather than the venues or the providers of 
the event.  
 
Thus, any communications strategy aimed at people with intellectual 
disabilities also needs to strategically target the gatekeepers who 
channel information to them.   
 
The same would apply to the future development of programming for this 
group.  The research indicates that the opinions of significant others 
need to be included in any planning exercise so that they can apply best 
practice on behalf of family, friends or clients with intellectual disabilities. 
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