AsYouCan – Hospitality
Background
It is estimated that over 1 in 100 people in Ireland currently have a diagnosis of autism.
There are many individuals who do not have a formal diagnosis and for the most part their
autism does not impact hugely on their lives. While many others are formally diagnosed,
indeed this figure has increased greatly in recent years, and Autism can pose a large
challenge in day to day life.There are some life experiences that cause more stress and
anxiety than others, and hospitality is just one.
The autism spectrum is broad, with people affected in a variety of ways, to varying degrees.
No two people on the spectrum are affected the same way. However the areas of difficulty
for those on the spectrum can largely be summed up under 4 headings:
• Social Communication
• Social Imagination
• Social Interaction
• Sensory Processing
This document is developed to help you understand the condition and some simple ways
you can make your business more autism friendly
Whether it is for work or leisure, we stay in hotels from time to time, we go there to get away
from everything and have a nice break or to relax after a busy day of work. We also go to
hotels for functions, meetings and leisure at some point in our lives – they are truly a central
point of many communities.
For people with autism, hotels can also be a stressful place where lots of social interaction is
required. It is a busy environment which is hard to keep up with and can be unpredictable. As

a result, it can be difficult for people with autism to cope in hotels or to enjoy them in the way
many of us do. This is a real barrier to full inclusion in society but it is also a major loss to the
hotels industry. It means 1 in 100 of your prospective clients either find hotels unpleasant or
unbearable.
Don’t panic though – by learning the basics and making small changes you can become an
autism friendly environment.

Key Challenges for People with autism – Hospitality
Preparation & Planning
When a person with autism travels, either alone or
with family, it can often be a source of much stress.
They are breaking their usual routine and routine is
very important for people with autism. It can be
difficult for them to know what to expect, this in turn
can increase their levels of anxiety. This can be
managed by careful preparation, if they can access
images of their room and the hotel facilities, before
their stay. Also it would be very helpful if they could
access a list of what they will be provided with in their
hotel room.
This will help the person get a visual picture of the
hotel environment.
If you have regular customers with autism it would be important to notify them of any
changes in the hotel since their last visit to help them prepare.
Communication
People with autism vary greatly in their
communication abilities and skills, challenges faced
by them are broad and complex so we will try to
highlight some common challenges.
Some people with the condition are non-verbal (have
little or no speech), this not only makes it more
challenging to interact with staff but also can lead
to a person becoming very frustrated or upset. For
those with the condition, and who are verbal

it can still be very difficult at times to explain why something is upsetting or annoying them
and this can lead to difficulties when dealing with hotel staff and other guests.
Additionally, people with autism often find social interaction difficult and so may
a) find it more difficult to ask for support or assistance from your staff if they are
looking for something
							or
b) when communicating with other people may misunderstand things or may come
across as blunt or very matter of fact.
This is because people with autism do not
think in the same way as others and have to
learn the social skills which come naturally to
many other people.
This can lead to difficulties when answering
indirect questions. For some it may take
longer to process information such as the
price of a product at the till, this can lead to
stress and anxiety if the person feels under
pressure by staff or other customers.
For those who are non-verbal, being unable
to speak in a hotel setting can be very
frustrating, as the person may be unable to explain their anxiety or the stress they are
experiencing in the environment. This can prevent the person interacting with the hotel staff
to check in or request information. There are many useful apps and tools your hotel can
invest in to help people communicate. If you contact the person or family before their arrival
to establish how you can meet their needs and make their visit as relaxed as possible.
Communication is about much more than talking however.
People with autism often have difficulty in understanding abstract language and figures of
speech. In Ireland, how we say or explain things can even vary from one county to the next!
This can be difficult for a person with autism who will often take a literal understanding of
language. You can play your part in making it easier for guests with autism to communicate
by using clear, direct language.
People with autism often need more time to process and provide information and it is
important that they are given the time to do that. At times of stress, communication skills for
an autistic person can be compromised.

Sensory
Hotels can be very difficult sensory environments for people with autism.Many people with
autism can struggle with sensory integration; this means the 5 senses can, at any given time,
be over or under-stimulated. Many people
also find that busy hotels, can be difficult
to cope with in terms of noise and personal
space. Hotels which serve food or perhaps
have a pool or even use air freshners, may
have aromas which are difficult for some to be
around. Certain textures in your hotel may be
hard for a person with the condition to cope
with.
Organisation
People with autism can struggle with organisational skills, particularly when anxious, it can
be difficult for people affected by autism to remember all of the items they will need to bring
for their stay and planning the duration of their visit.
Travel
					
Travel can be a very daunting and tiring prospect for many with autism. Transport often
involves long periods of concentration and sitting still. Using busy public transport options
which pose their own challenges.
For that reason, when a person arrives in a hotel they
may already be stressed after their journey. Equally if
a guest is travelling further from your hotel, it can be
stressful and directions and assistance may be
required.

Routine
Breaking routine for a person with autism can be a source of stress so a trip away can be
very difficult. Hotels may see these challenges for the person with autism in various ways, for
example the cancellation of a meeting in a hotel, absence of a familar staff member who is
usually on duty or even a change in menu or dining times can lead to much stress.

Anxiety
Anxiety can arise when things are not very clear or an
unexpected situation arises. The more anxious a person with
autism is, the more challenging it is for them to enjoy their
stay. That is why it is crucial that clear communication and
reasonable adaptations are provided to a guest, to maximise
ease and enjoyment for both staff and guest.
Behaviour
At times people with autism may become upset, this
can e due to them being unable to communicate their
frustration or cope with their environment.
It is important to defer to the family, or person the guest
is travelling with, should this occur as they will best
understand how to support the person.

Self-Consciousness
Many families affected by autism do not get the time away they
deserve, often because they are very conscious of their child’s
challenges or behaviour and are concerned that people will
judge them, they won’t be able to relax or feel that they will
disrupt other guests.
Hotels that can help families relax and feel they can be
themselves can make a very positive contribution to the life of
family.

What YOU can do
The power is in your hands! You and your staff now have an insight into some of the
common challenges people with autism face and what you can do, as a hotelier, to make life
a little bit easier for individuals and families affected by Autism. Remember, those with autism
are not a charity case but a significant customer base for your business – who will reward
thoughtful accommodations with loyalty!
We ask you to make an “AsIWill” Pledge such as one of those listed
below. You can participate by simply taking a photograph with your
pledge written on our“AsIWill” template and post it on Facebook or
twitter with the # “AsIWill”
We will highlight your commitment on our website where it may be seen by the very people
who have a vested interest in an Autism Friendly Environment and AsIAm would be
delighted to support you in this undertaking at any stage.
AsIWill		 Staff Training
A key first step in becoming more autism friendly is
ensuring that your staff understand the condition.
As the condition is invisible it can be particularly
challenging to identify and support people with the
condition. Staff might assume a lot of
expertise would be required to be “autism friendly”
but very small changes in systems and attitude,
can make an enormous difference.For more
information about appropriate training contact grainne@asiam.ie

AsIWill		 Visual Aids for Preparation
Develop a pack, which can be downloaded online, that
enables guests to prepare for their visit to your hotel –
a 360 degree tour and images of the facilities and rooms.
Additionally, provide information around the procedure
for check-in, items guests are required to bring
themselves, how best to access the hotel and any rules
the hotel may have.This will enable individuals and families prepare for their stay.

AsIWill		 Submit a Request Form
Often it is the very small things which can cause a lot of upset,
balloons may be scary as it might be associated with the loud
bang when it pops.
Additionally, diet can be very specific for some individuals on the
spectrum, some may eat only limited foods or a room that will
be affected by outside noise might be impossible to cope with.
Can you provide a request form so families can highlight these
concerns in advance and you can work together to try and
rectify any problems prior to travel?
AsIWill 		

Sensory friendly check-in / rooms

As part of the request process, can you provide sensory-friendly services to
guests? Can you provide a quiet area of the hotel for guests who find noise or
other sensory experiences difficult? Can you allow check-in / check-out at times
when the hotel is most quiet?

AsIWill		 Meeting Local Support Group
No two hotels are the same and nobody can advise you better in terms of the accessibility of
your day to day facilities, than local families affected by autism.
Will you undertake to meet your local family support group and to hear their advice?

For further information please contact grainne@asiam.ie

Personal Experiences
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