
Relaxed Performance Training

Relaxed Performances

Relaxed Performances are specifically designed to welcome people who will benefit from a more
relaxed performance environment, including people with an Autism Spectrum Disorder, sensory and
communication disorders, neurological disorders, a learning disability anxiety, arthritis, chronic pain
and many more.

To prepare for the experience, visual stories and introductions are available. During the show, there is a
relaxed attitude to noise and movement coming from the audience. And if needed, changes are made
to the light and sound effects. Many people feel that relaxed performances offer a more dynamic
theatrical experience, which benefits everyone.

What does a relaxed performance entail?

● A visual story for the venue
○ A guide to the venue with a lot of pictures specially designed for people with autism

but helpful for anyone
○ If you click on this link you will see an example of a visual story for The Cultch in

Vancouver

● A visual story of the show
a guide to the show with lots of pictures including
○ pictures of all the performers
○ the intensity of sound and lighting
○ potentially intense moments in the show
○ potentially intense subject matter
○ a breakdown of the show; basically, what happens from beginning to end

If you click on this link you will see an example from a show called Born to Manifest

● The show itself is adjusted
○ house lights are never completely off (there is always some light in the audience)
○ sound and light are adjusted to be less intense or jarring

● There is an introduction to help people understand what is happening in the show
Sometimes this introduction happens a bit in advance so not everyone needs to hear this
information if they don’t want it. Sometimes the introduction will include the actors acting
out intense scenes for example.

● Regular "rules" of going to theatre don't need to be observed
○ no shushing, it is ok to make noise
○ if people feel like reacting, that is ok
○ it is ok to move around and fidget or get up

● There is a chill-out space to relax if the show is too intense
(if possible with a video feed of the show)
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https://pushfestival.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/PuSh_Visual-Story_Venue_Cultch_Historic-Theatre_2019.pptx.pdf
https://pushfestival.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/PuSh2022_Visual-Story_Born_to_Manifest-2.pdf


Resources

Jess Thom is a fierce advocate for Relaxed Performances (her performance Backstage in Biscuitland
was at the PuSh Festival in 2017).
Watch her TED talk here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_jmTlQld2Z8

Report on accessibility and relaxed performances by the British Council:
https://www.britishcouncil.ca/sites/default/files/digital_relaxed_performance_-_full_length_report.pdf
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_jmTlQld2Z8
https://www.britishcouncil.ca/sites/default/files/digital_relaxed_performance_-_full_length_report.pdf


General Notes on Accessibility

● Medical model vs. social model
The medical model of disability views people as disabled by their impairments or differences,
while the social model says that disability is caused by the way society is organised

○ For example, if a person in a wheelchair comes upon a staircase, the medical model
sees the wheelchair as the problem where the social model sees the staircase as the
problem

● Accessibility vs. inclusion
○ Accessibility refers to the removing of barriers so that more people can gain access to

something; in this case, as an audience member to theatre performances
○ Inclusion is giving the same people the opportunity to participate at any level; in this

case as part of the staff or volunteer team, on the stage or behind the scenes
○ However it is important to consider what you are including someone into. If we just

include people into an existing system that we are not willing to adjust, this can be
problematic also.

● There is no such thing as “universal accessibility”. What makes something accessible to one
person could be the reason why someone else can’t participate.
Focus on people, not policy.

● Remember:
Most people will at some point in their lives need some accessibility support

Notes for staff & volunteers at a relaxed performance

● Many disabilities are invisible.
Make zero assumptions when dealing with an audience member.
They may be dealing with anxiety, trauma, tics or other issues that can’t be physically seen.

● Use ‘universal precaution’ when approaching all patrons. Always be sensitive when dealing with
audience members who may have sensory, communication and neurological disorders. Be
cautious of not accidentally sneaking up on patrons or unexpectedly touching them.

● You can ask patrons how you are best able to assist them without asking about the details of
their condition

JUST ASK
“I am (name), I am a volunteer / an usher / I work here…

Please let me know if I can help in any way.”
THEN LISTEN

● Most people who need additional support will come with a companion/support person
o Always talk to the patron in question first, not whoever is with them!

They will refer you to their companion if needed or the support person will let you know
if a different communication method is needed.
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