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Project Background

In support of NSF Award #2005901 Building Capacity for Inclusive 
Learning Opportunities for People with Autism Spectrum Disorder. 

The National Inventory explored how to collect information from a 
subset of websites about the ways museums currently serve the ASD 
community.

Findings from this database will contribute to future phases of the 
project and inform partnering museum organizations of current 
practices.



Inclusion as defined by the project and 
used in this study is: 

The process and practice of improving the terms for individuals and groups to 
participate in educational, economic, social, political, and cultural life.

Provides individuals and groups at a disadvantage the access, opportunity, and 
resources needed to participate fully to have a standard of living that is considered a 
norm for the society, community, or institution in which they are contacting. 

Inclusion continues to evolve within our local and global community and is not a 
destination.



Organizational 
Research 
Purpose

Designed to capture information 
about available museum offerings that 
promote environments and 
experiences of inclusion. 

The purpose of this study is to 
understand how museums currently 
serve individuals with autism spectrum 
disorders and act as a resource for 
community programmers.



Research Questions

What general admission 
accommodations do 

museums offer the ASD 
community? 

What specific 
accommodations related 
to programs, events, or 
exhibits do museums 

offer the ASD 
community?

How are inclusive 
practices communicated 

on museum websites?



Instrument



Inventory



Qualifying 
Conditions

Must have contained information on at least 
a single offering or accommodation that 
serves the ASD community by: 

• Employing audience-inclusive 
language,

• Enhancing physical or social access, 

• Sharing visitor guides or tips that 
prepare individuals for museum 
experiences, 

• And/or training staff and volunteers in 
inclusive best practices. 



Analysis 
Plan

Qualitative and quantitative data from all sites was 
combined and analyzed holistically.

Values for each response to instrument questions were 
assigned then analyzed according to frequency. As each 
response could represent multiple codes, percentages 
reflected in the findings do not accumulate to equal 100%.

Cross-analysis between emergent coding and existing 
frameworks sought to address and elaborate on the 
project’s expansive definition of inclusion.

Analysis also determined each museum offering’s range of 
inclusion: separate autism-friendly, integrated autism-
friendly, and organization-wide. 



Project Inclusion Model



Project Inclusion Model



Description of Sample
Out of 268 museums of interest, researchers completed 
document analysis for 122 museums.

Children’s, science, and art 
museums are equally represented 
in the study. n=122

Children's 39 32%

Science 38 31%

Art 37 30%

Natural History 16 13%

Mixed 8 7%



Description of Sample
Children’s and science museum websites 
detailed the most offerings available for the 
ASD community. n=358

Children's n=39 , 135, 
35%

Science n=38, 123, 32%

Art n=37, 84, 22%

Natural History 
n=16, 41

260

80

8

5

5

General Admission

Program

Event

Exhibit

Initiative

Most offerings available to the ASD community 
are general admission accommodations. 
n=358



Description of Sample
Most museums have a page or section 
dedicated to accessibility and/or inclusion on 
their websites. n=122

Page Section

N/A or 

None

Art n=37 68% 3% 8%

Science n=38 53% 16% 5%

Children's n=39 38% 5% 10%

Natural History 

n=16 50% 13% 31%

Page, 90, 74%

Section, 15, 12%

N/A or None, 17, 
14%

Most museums of all types have a specific page 
on their website dedicated to accessibility and/or 
inclusion information. n=122



RQ1. What general admission (GA) accommodations do 
museums offer the ASD community? 

Guides and visitor tips are the most offered 
general admission accommodations for the 
ASD community. n=260

122

54

36

26

11

13

GA Guide

GA Tool

GA Area

GA Care Assistant

GA Re-Entry

GA OTHER

116

54

39

11

Social Story

Sensory Tips

Sensory Map

App

Most pre-visit materials are social stories and 
tips related to navigating sensory experiences 
while visiting museums n=145

*Disproportionate absence 

of key inclusive practices 



RQ1. What general admission (GA) accommodations do 
museums offer the ASD community? 

Most GA guides are available online whereas 
most GA tools are available on-site alongside 
staff assistance. n=260

107

26

14

1

0

54

48

8

Available Online

Available On-site

Staff Assistance

First-come Basis

GA Guide n=122 GA Tool n=54

134

132

122

6

5

Physical Access

Audience Inclusive Language

Visitor Guide

Professional Development

Social Access

Most website descriptions of GA offerings 
contain information about physical access, 
employ audience inclusive language, and 
share visitor guides.  n=260



RQ1. What general admission (GA) accommodations do 
museums offer the ASD community? 

Cross-analysis for range of inclusion 
found that GA offerings 
predominantly exhibit:

Organization-wide (53%) and integrated 
autism-friendly (34%) types of inclusion. 

GA offerings are not typically described as 
separate autism-friendly (15%).

These findings suggest that most GA 
offerings are available to serve people 
visitors with or without special needs, 
including those with autism spectrum 
disorders. 

Organization-Wide, 
138, 52%

Integrated Autism-
Friendly, 88, 33%

Separate Autism-
Friendly, 39, 15%

Most website descriptions indicate GA 
offerings demonstrate organization-wide 
inclusion.  n=260



RQ2. What specific accommodations related to 
programs, events, or exhibits do museums offer the ASD 
community?

Most programs and events offer specific access 
hours and activities for the ASD community. n=88

Access 

Hours n=44

Activity 

n=32 Tours n=12 Online n=7

Quarterly 

or Less 13 9 0 0

Monthly or 

More 19 13 1 5

Unspecified 

Frequency 20 16 2 1

Reduced 

Admission 32 10 0 0

Request in 

Advance 0 0 8 1

52

39

12

7

4

Access Hours

Activity

Tours

Online

School Groups

When program and event accommodations 
are offered, most operate with limited or 
reduced admission capacity. n=88



RQ2. What specific accommodations related to programs, 
events, or exhibits do museums offer the ASD community?

Programs and events that offer access hours are 
almost equally likely to be held at least monthly 
(43%) or an unspecified frequency (45%). n=88

13

30

31

34

10

Quarterly or Less

Monthly or More

Unspecified Frequency

Reduced Capacity

Request in Advance

67

65

59

17

9

Social Access

Physical Access

Audience Inclusive Language

Professional Development

Visitor Guide

Most website descriptions of program offerings 
contain information about social and physical 
access. n=80



RQ2. What specific accommodations related to programs, 
events, or exhibits do museums offer the ASD community?

Cross-analysis for range of inclusion 
found that program and event 
offerings predominantly exhibit:

Integrated autism-friendly types of inclusion 
(58%).

Programmatic offerings are less likely to 
demonstrate both separate autism-friendly 
(24%) and organization-wide ranges of 
inclusion (18%).

These findings suggest that most program 
and event offerings are available to 
especially serve people with autism 
spectrum disorders in ways that also invite 
others with or without special needs.

Most website descriptions indicate program and 
event offerings demonstrate integrated autism-
friendly inclusion. n=88

Integrated Autism-
Friendly, 51, 58%Separate Autism-

Friendly, 21, 24%

Organization-Wide, 
16, 18%



RQ3. How are inclusive practices communicated 
on museum websites?

Most descriptions of inclusive offerings are 
found on accessibility pages or sections of 
museum websites. n=358

Regardless of museum type, most information 
about inclusive offerings is located or linked on 
accessibility pages or sections of websites. n=358

Science 

n=123

Natural 

History 

n=41

Children's 

n=135 Art n=84

Yes 76% 88% 78% 85%

No 14% 5% 10% 11%

N/A 11% 7% 12% 5%

Yes, 283, 79%

No, 42, 12%

N/A, 33, 9%



RQ3. How are inclusive practices communicated 
on museum websites?

Most target audiences for general admission 
accommodations are people with sensory 
needs. n=260

Most target audiences for program 
accommodations are people with special needs. 
n=80

107

76

74

72

68

8

4

Sensory Needs

Special Needs

Families/Children

Autism Spectrum Disorders

ALL/ANYONE

Adults

OTHER

46

46

32

16

8

7

11

Special Needs

Families/Children

Autism Spectrum Disorders

Sensory Needs

ALL/ANYONE

Adults

OTHERGeneral Admission Offerings Program Offerings



RQ3. How are inclusive practices communicated 
on museum websites?

Science n=123

Natural 

History n=41

Children's 

n=135 Art n=84

ALL/ANYONE 25% 24% 23% 14%

Autism Spectrum Disorders 38% 54% 19% 40%

Sensory Needs 40% 37% 40% 29%

Special Needs 33% 29% 27% 52%

Families/Children 19% 24% 55% 29%

Adults 2% 0% 0% 17%

OTHER 4% 2% 2% 8%

Language used on museum websites to describe target audiences 
for inclusive offerings.



RQ3. How are inclusive practices communicated 
on museum websites?

Most inclusive offerings are available to target audiences at no cost 
or are considered complimentary with paid admission. n=358

Free/Included 
with admission, 

299, 84%

5, 1%

5, 1%

Unspecified, 
49, 14%

GA Guide 

n=122

GA Tool 

n=54

Free or w/ 

Admission n=299 122 50

$10 or less n=5 0 0

More than $10 

n=5 0 0

Unspecified n=49 0 4

Other n=6 0 0

Access 

Hours 

n=52

Activity 

n=39

Tours 

n=12

35 23 5

3 2 1

4 2 1

10 14 6

5 1 0



RQ3. How are inclusive practices communicated 
on museum websites?

GA Guide 

n=122 GA Tool n=54 GA Area n=36

Access Hours 

n=52 Activity n=39 Tours n=12
Temporarily 

Closed n=61 19% 15% 14% 23% 18% 17%
Canceled or On 

Hold n=18 0% 2% 0% 19% 23% 0%

Limited Capacity 

n=67 17% 24% 14% 12% 15% 25%
Ticket 

Reservations 

n=135 20% 61% 64% 31% 18% 42%

N/A or No Change 

n=117 55% 19% 17% 19% 28% 33%
Other n=15 3% 4% 6% 0% 3% 0%

Availability of program offerings were more likely to have been affected by the 
COVID-19 pandemic.



Conclusions
RQ1. What general admission accommodations do museums 
offer the ASD community? 

14%
Of GA offerings are 

dedicated spaces like 

quiet or sensory friendly 

rooms.

20%
Of GA offerings in the 

sample were sensory tools 

such as weighted blankets, 

headphones, and fidget 

toys.

46%
Of GA offerings found 

were various types of 

visitor guide such as 

social stories, sensory 

guides, or maps.

52%
Of GA offerings 

exemplified a form of 

physical access and 51% 

used audience-inclusive 

language.



Conclusions
RQ2. What specific accommodations related to programs, 
events, or exhibits do museums offer the ASD community?

39%
Of program and event 

offerings describe 

sharing an 

accompanying social 

story. 

87%
Of program offerings 

enhance social access 

for people with ASD, 

with 81% enhancing 

physical access.

65%
Of program and event 

offerings are specific 

hours when museums are 

more accessible spaces.

49%
Of program and event 

offerings include 

additional activities such 

as live demonstrations 

and hands-on exploring.



Conclusions
RQ3. How are inclusive practices communicated on museum 
websites?

79%
Of offerings had their 

information listed on 

accessibility pages or 

sections of museum 

websites.

84%
Of offerings are 

described as free or 

included with 

admission.

36%
Of all offerings 

describe their target 

audiences as having 

sensory needs and 

families with children.

40%
Of program offerings 

specify their audiences 

as having autism, 58% 

target those with 

special needs.



Limitations 
of Study

This research yields preliminary insight across the 
museum field regarding inclusive practices offered to 
the ASD community. 

Researchers focused on museums in the largest 
metropolitan areas of each state as representatives of 
leading institutions in the nation. 

Although scope allowed for eight institutions to 
represent each state, not every metropolitan area 
contained the variety of museums of interest to the 
study. 

The small sample size of this study limited the depth of 
data analysis conducted.
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Thank you.

Are there any 
questions?
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