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1. Accessibility: the basics 
2. In the museum 
3. What about barriers 
4. Access is a process - ok, where to start? 
5. Insights from a fresh perspective 

Today

What is museum accessibility today?  
Which barriers and stereotypes we need to break down? 
Can access promote change in cultural organizations and society at large?  
Where to start?



Accessibility: the basics
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Accessibility is about the relationship between people and the environment
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A couple of elderly

• motor difficulties 
• visual difficulties 
• risk of social exclusion 
• low income

• frequent seats 
• efficient public transportation 
• clearly visible signage 
• spaces, places and services  

for sociability 
• free admission 
• [...]

An accessible park

Accessibility is the ability to design for different needs

[6/99]



A person using a 
wheelchair

• knowing in advance 
accessibility 

• feeling independent

• updated website 
• accessible facilities and 

services and routes 

An accessible park

Accessibility is the ability to design for different needs

[7/99]



A family just moved 
from another country

• activities suitable 
for a child 

• little free time 
• not knowing the 

language

• accessible play 
area 

• activities during 
off-work hours 

• family friendly 
facilities 
[…]

An accessible park

Accessibility is the ability to design for different needs



Park

Public transportation

Cinema

School

Different organizations should collaborate for offering citizenship opportunity

Museum

Hospital
Library

[9/99]



The relation between 
organizations and the 
environment is open



Cultural organizations absorb: 

• Stereotypes and prejudices 
• Social and cultural awareness

The relation between 
organizations and the 
environment is open



The environment is subject to: 

• Impacts (including people’s 
perceptions)

The relation between 
organizations and the 
environment is open

Cultural organizations absorb: 

• Stereotypes and prejudices 
• Social and cultural awareness



Illustration: www.harrietleemerrion.com/aiga

Accessibility is the ability to 
design a place, a service, a 
product for different needs

And overcome any 
mismatch between  
the person and  
the environment 

[13/99]



Disability

Illustration: www.harrietleemerrion.com/aiga

[14/99]

We think to mismatches  
related to disability only



Income

Origin

Age

Disability

Cultural 
background

[…]

Gender identity, 
sexual 

orientation

Illustration: www.harrietleemerrion.com/aiga

[14/99]

• Each of us is a universe: 
diversity is an essential topic. 

• Different characteristics that 
coexist and change over time: 
each of them can be object of a 
mismatch and therefore 
discrimination.  

• Several issues together can 
cause a mismatch even deeper: 
that’s about intersectionality.

Cultural 
capital

Language



Free time 
available

Interest and 
motivation

[…]

Visit alone or not

In contingent situations, 
mismatch also occurs

Illustration: www.harrietleemerrion.com/aiga

[15/99]



Access deal with  
everyday needs



Mike, 32, designer, loves museums, has little free time 
and prefers to visit in the evening. He suffers from asthma 
and gets short of breath on long ramps. 

Roswitha, 30 years old, artist. She speaks neither English 
nor Italian, although she has been living with Mike in 
Fiesole for over three years. Since Lucas was born, she 
has little time to visit museums, although she works part-
time.

Lucas, 2 years old. In the afternoon he goes to the 
park, the library, the museum, as long as someone 
accompanies  him. He is curious, smiling, always 
running and gets bored easily.

 Zed Nelson  
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Mike, 32 yrs

Roswitha, 30 yrsLucas, 2 yrs

50 years later

Mike, 81 years old

Roswitha, 79

Lucas, 51 years old

 Zed Nelson  
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Mike, 81 years old, retired, still lives in Fiesole with 
Roswitha, he had a stroke three years ago and this 
affects his attention span, he gets tired easily, 
although swimming lessons have helped him in 
recent years, he can hardly see out of his right eye, 
he is on his second cornea transplant.

Roswitha, 79, retired. She continues to paint, 
sculpt, engrave, and embroider, but like her 
husband, her eyesight is deteriorating due to 
maculopathy, she does not drive, and she is very 
afraid of stairs, but she loves to play with her 
grandson when she visits him.

Lucas, 51 years old.A designer like his father, he works from 
home and lives in Malmö, Sweden.He has a son and when he 
goes to museums his visiting times are shortened.He is 
dyslexic and dyscalculic: this doesn't cause him any problems, 
not at all, or at least not as long as he doesn't encounter any 
barriers. 

 
 
Access is 
essential for 
any of us  Zed Nelson  



In the museum
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Accessibility takes on a strong symbolic value in the museum:  

what is culture for, and for whom?

 ICOM CECA, Carole Perret  



“Rights are the claim that we must ask of any social process or power relationship:  
 

Who counts as human?  
What is right?  
And who is responsible?” 

Alison Brysk, The Future of Human Rights, 2018



Huge transformation in West societies:  
ageing population, cognitive impact of 
digital, migrations, identity issues 
awareness […]

Society is changing > Museums should change as well  
> Accessibility can drive this change 



Museum accessibility is both a method and  
a process of removing barriers that limit 
people's participation in museums. 

People are those who visit the museum, but 
also those who work there 

  

Illustration: Shannon Finnegan



 Giveaways 

• Accessibility is about people and the environment 

• Each person is a universe: but their characteristics 
and needs can change over time 

• Accessibility responds to changes in society and 
people’s needs



What about barriers
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MUSEUM 
STAFF 

MUSEUM 
AUDIENCE 

When we talk about barriers  
in museums we refer to both 

[27/99]



MUSEUM 
STAFF 

People can find 
barriers to 
access the field - 
related to 
disability, 
gender, racial 
and socio-
economic issues

[28/99]



MUSEUM 
STAFF 

Diversity is a topic: diverse people 
can find barriers in working culture

[29/99]



MUSEUM 
STAFF 

MUSEUM 
AUDIENCE 

If the workforce is homogeneous, it 
generates homogeneous proposals, 
which can be an obstacle for many.

[30/99]



MUSEUM 
STAFF 

MUSEUM 
AUDIENCE 

People find 
barriers to 
working in 

the field

This homogeneity is a 
barrier itself to diverse 

and accessible proposal

When the staff think  
of removing barriers,  
they often refer to different actions 
aimed at reaching especially 
vulnerable minorities.  

[31/99]



MUSEUM

ACCESSIBILITY

MUSEUM

ACCESSIBILITY

[32/99]Accessibility is limited:  
in terms of process, responsibilities, 
importance 



MUSEUM

ACCESSIBILITY

Accessibility is often subject to 
stereotypes and misunderstandings: 
  
• it's only for a few people  
• it deals with "special needs 
• it is the responsibility of people who 

work in education  
• it is considered expensive 
• it rarely considers usability 
• it often denies aesthetics 
• it is considered restrictive 
• it doesn't deal with organization, 

internal processes, strategies

[33/99]



Stereotypes are often about the audience itself



Elderly
People living in 
remote areas

 Victims of 
racism

Low  
education

Low income

 LGBTQ+ 

People with 
disabilities

Single 
parents

Families 
with young 

children

On the audience side, we know that some people 
are the most discriminated

[35/89]



Elderly
People living in 
remote areas

 Victims of 
racism

Low  
education

Low income

 LGBTQ+ 

People with 
disabilities

Single 
parents

Families 
with young 

children

For them barriers are often:  

• being able to access and participate 
• recognizing themselves 
• having an engaging/relaxing experience  
• spending time with someone

[36/99]



Obstacles most of times are relative:  
they change according to people and situation

Barriers to 
work in the 

field 

[37/99]



Barriers to 
work in the 

field 

Absolute 
barriers  
ES: museum 
closed 

Obstacles most of times are relative:  
they change according to people and situation

[39/99]



Barriers to 
work in the 

field 

Absolute 
barriers  
ES: museum 
closed 

Barriers  
that limit 
the quality of 
experience 
ES. Hard to 
understand for 
someone really 
motivated

Discriminatory 
barriers but not 
impassable 
 

ES: representation

Obstacles most of times are relative:  
they change according to people and situation

[39/99]



Barriers 
impassable 

ES: sight is the 
only sense 
allowed

Barriers to 
work in the 

field 

Absolute 
barriers  
ES: museum 
closed 

Barriers  
that limit 
the quality of 
experience 
ES. Hard to 
understand for 
someone really 
motivated

Discriminatory 
barriers but not 
impassable 
 

ES: representation

Obstacles most of times are relative:  
they change according to people and situation

[40/99]



• motor barriers 
• visual barriers  
• income 
• time constraints  
• distance from the offer 
• lack of motivation 

(although not always 

related to cultural capital)

Some impassable obstacles 
are difficult to narrow:



Accessibility was born in the 1970's thanks to the activist movements 
of people with disabilities. Even today, they are among those who 
encounter the most hard barriers to overcome.



Socio-cultural barriers are not easier to be removed



But barriers are also economic, related to 
information, participation, representation, digital, 
cognitive in the broadest sense and many others:  

 
most of time the experience is 
allowed but we can still recognize 
different forms of discrimination.

[42/99]



Barriers are in all the areas 

EXHIBITION DESIGN

COMMUNICATION

EDUCATION

FRONTLINE STAFF

WEB AND TECH

PROCESSI DI LAVORO

EVENTS

STRATEGIA […]

CURATORSHIP

ORGANIZZAZIONE INTERNA

MISSION E POLICY



Indirect/invisible barriers

The most impactful and the most difficult to 
overcome: they deals with biases, require training 
all employees, define long term strategy, involve 
management, etc.

WORKING PROCESS

STRATEGY

ORGANIZATION

MISSION AND POLICY

EXHIBITION DESIGN

COMMUNICATION

EDUCATION

FRONTLINE STAFF

WEB AND TECH

EVENTS

CURATORSHIP
And more! 



 Giveaways 

• Barriers are related to audiences and staff 

• There are many stereotypes that limit the development 

• There are direct and indirect barriers 

• Indirect barriers are invisible and the hardest to remove



Access is a process - ok, where to start?
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Where to 
start? 

WORKING PROCESS

STRATEGY […]

ORGANIZATION

MISSION AND POLICY

EXHIBITION DESIGN

COMMUNICATION

EDUCATION

FRONTLINE STAFF

WEB AND TECH

EVENTS

CURATORSHIP



WORKING PROCESS

STRATEGY […]

ORGANIZATION

MISSION AND POLICY

EXHIBITION DESIGN

COMMUNICATION

EDUCATION

FRONTLINE STAFF

WEB AND TECH

EVENTS

CURATORSHIP

FIRST  

• Involve leadership 
• Define a responsible 
• Train the whole staff 
• Define budget



Step by step: 
select one area 

WORKING PROCESS

STRATEGY […]

ORGANIZATION

MISSION AND POLICY

EXHIBITION DESIGN

COMMUNICATION

EDUCATION

FRONTLINE STAFF

WEB AND TECH

EVENTS

CURATORSHIP

FIRST  

• Involve leadership 
• Define a responsible 
• Train the whole staff 
• Define budget



and view access as a process

• Share vision 
• Set your aims  
• Train the staff 

• Analyze the 
environment  

• Map the barriers

Involve the 
stakeholders 
 

• Benchmark, study, 
• Brainstorm 

solutions and 
choose

• Evaluate, 
• Implement 
• Define policy 
• Update your 

strategic plan

ACCESSIBILITY



• Share vision 
• Define a responsible 
• Train the whole staff 
• Set your aims  

• Analyse the 
environment  

• Map the barriers

Involve the 
stakeholders 
 

• Evaluate, 
• Implement,  
• Define policy 
• Update your 

strategic plan

ACCESSIBILITY

and view access as a process

• Benchmark, study, 
• Brainstorm 

solutions and 
choose



More popular (in Italy)

ACCESSIBILITY TOOLS 

EDUCATIONAL PROPOSAL

ACCESSIBLE ROUTES

FRONTLINE TRAINING

Solutions are endless, with different level of engagement 
where quality and innovation are often in the design

[52/99]



ACCESSIBILITY TOOLS 

EDUCATIONAL PROPOSAL

ACCESSIBLE ROUTES

FRONTLINE TRAINING

ALL STAFF TRAINING

BARRIERS AUDIT

SOLUTIONS FOR THE 
AUTONOMOUS VISIT

CO-DESIGN

EVENTS

COMMUNICATION

INCLUSIVE CURATORSHIP AND 
ARTISTS INVOLVEMENT 

Medium/high level  
awareness

[…]

[53/99]

More popular (in Italy)



ACCESSIBILITY TOOLS 

EDUCATIONAL PROPOSAL

ACCESSIBLE ROUTES

FRONTLINE TRAINING

ALL STAFF TRAINING

BARRIERS AUDIT

SOLUTIONS FOR THE 
AUTONOMOUS VISIT

CO-DESIGN

EVENTS

COMMUNICATION

INCLUSIVE CURATORSHIP AND 
ARTISTS INVOLVEMENT 

[…]

SET CLEAR RESPONSIBILITIES

ACCESS STRATEGIC PLAN

   RENEW ORGANIZATIONAL MODELS

MISSION AND POLICIES

EVALUATION FOR CHANGE

STAFF DIVERSITY 

Highest level of awareness

[…]

[54/99]

More popular (in Italy)

Medium/high level  
awareness



In any case, accessibility works when it involves the whole institution.

curatorship
leadership

organization

exhibition design

communication

education

frontline staff

web and tech

events



OK, but again:  
what solution among 
infinite possibilities? 

[55/99]



A strategy is to define priority from easiness and urgency.

[57/99]



EISENHOWER 
MATRIX

URGENT 
• impassability 

of the barriers 
• recipients 

effectiveness

EASY  
• no technicians needed 
• low skills 
• budget < 30 euro 
• one person 
• < half an hour 
• can be done independently

HARD  
• budget > 30000 euro  
• high expertise needed 
• multiple people/multiple departments 
• > year 
• ask permission

NOT URGENT  
• barriers not 

particularly 
impactful  

• museum non-place 
essential

[59/99]



URGENT 
• impassa

bility of 
the 
barriers 

• recipien
ts 
effectiv
eness

HARD 

NOT URGENT  
• barriers not 

particularly 
impactful  

• museum non-place 
essential

EASY 

Live captions 

Feeder for  
guidedogs 

Change table 

Caterpillar wheelchair



URGENT 
• impassa

bility of 
the 
barriers 

• recipien
ts 
effectiv
eness

HARD 

NOT URGENT  
• barriers not 

particularly 
impactful  

• museum non-place 
essential

EASY 

1
Do first



URGENT 
• impassa

bility of 
the 
barriers 

• recipien
ts 
effectiv
eness

HARD 

NOT URGENT  
• barriers not 

particularly 
impactful  

• museum non-place 
essential

EASY 

1 2
Do second - it’s easy



URGENT 
• impassa

bility of 
the 
barriers 

• recipien
ts 
effectiv
eness

HARD 

NOT URGENT  
• barriers not 

particularly 
impactful  

• museum non-place 
essential

EASY 

1 2

3
Our core



URGENT 
• impassa

bility of 
the 
barriers 

• recipien
ts 
effectiv
eness

HARD 

NOT URGENT  
• barriers not 

particularly 
impactful  

• museum non-place 
essential

EASY 

1 2

3 Sorry, not enough time 
for these stuff!



 Giveaways 

• Work on access step by step 

• Define one area > map barriers > define priority 

• Do what you can, as best you can



Insights from  
a fresh perspective
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ACCESS 
PROMOTES  
AUTONOMY,  
AND ENABLES  
CHOICES

11



Out Loud, Andy Warhol Museum, Pittsburgh 



Visitor Journey

[69/99]





Supporting autonomy means 
also knowing that accessibility 
somehow impacts on behavior

[71/99]



Richard Thaler, Nobel Prize for Economy in 2017



 National Gallery, London 



ACCESS GIVES  
PRIORITY to  
cognitive  
needs

12





[77/99]



"Multisensory elements increase time spent and 
reinforces memory of the experience."  
Tiina Roppola, 2016 
 

[76/89]

The Senses: Design Beyond Vision exhibition, Cooper Hewitt Museum, 2018



UNIVERSAL  
DESIGN OR  
INCLUSIVE  
DESIGN? 
 
bOTH!

12



Easy to read 

Contrast 

Right size 

Relevant contents 

Downloadable from the website  

[…]

UNIVERSAL DESIGN



 Never accessible for all! 

  ONE SIZE DOESN’T  

 FIT FOR ALL  

UNIVERSAL DESIGN 
MUSEUM LABEL



 Inclusive design is also a good strategy:  
 different solution for different people 



Consider 
PERCEPTIONS 
THAT GENERATE

14



Access is about normal needs and should not exasperate  
the perception of in-group and out-group



Looks at needs 
- and not labels

One arm

Broken arm

New parent

[81/99]



Poor guy! 
What a hero! 

[only here 
compassionate or 
heroic stereotype].One arm

Broken arm

New parent

Looks at needs 
- and not labels



Aesthetics matter - also to overcome stereotypes



The stories you share matter

 Fondazione Querini Stampalia, Venezia 



Wellcome Collection, London



ACCESS  
CAN BE CREATIVE,  
ALL AROUND,  
LOW COST

15





From the British Museum’s website

12 steps at the entrance





Carmen Papalia performing Mobility Device with Carnival Band in Kitsilano, Vancouver, October, 2021.



MUSEUM

ACCESSIBILITY

MUSEUM

[88/99]



MUSEUM

For accessibility to have an impact 
inside and outside the museum and 
make feel people part of something 
bigger.
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