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Abstract: Accessibility constitutes one important consideration in the field of scholarship relating
to inclusive tourism development because it is fundamentally about the inclusion of people with
disabilities in tourism and in society. This conceptual paper maps how accessible tourism is currently
positioned against an established framework of inclusive tourism development and gives examples
of relevant accessible tourism studies to recommend a future agenda for more inclusive outcomes
that move towards sustainability. The seven elements of Scheyvens and Biddulph’s (2018) conceptual
framework for inclusive tourism development form an appropriate and useful tool upon which to
examine the current state of accessible tourism. The application of this framework reveals that we
still have some way to go. We conclude this paper with a future agenda that posits attention to
all seven elements of the inclusive tourism framework for accessible tourism, notably, to increase
the involvement of people with disabilities as tourism producers and consumers; increase their
self-representation and participation in decision-making; transform power relations; reimagine
tourism places and people; and break down social barriers. We especially urge researchers to examine
the dominant ableist discourse, to consider how our inquiry can be more participatory and inclusive,
and to seek to bridge inquiry, industry and community.
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1. Introduction

Tourism scholars continue to question how the tourism industry and tourism research might drive
a more inclusive and sustainable future. This is certainly the case with respect to reducing the current
marginalisation or exclusion of people with disabilities in tourism by bringing them into the industry
in ways that directly benefit them, or that they can gain more control over [1]. As tourism has long
been positioned by scholars as exclusionary, there is a continued need to address the industry’s lack of
accessibility that creates social inequality [2]. With this purpose in mind, the aim of this conceptual
paper is to map how accessible tourism is currently positioned against the framework of inclusive
tourism development and to give examples of relevant accessible tourism studies to recommend a
future agenda for more inclusive outcomes that move towards sustainability.

Considered as both an analytical concept as well as an aspirational ideal, inclusive tourism
development “can be used to evaluate current tourism practices to help detect where changes are
needed, as well as to guide new tourism development” [2] (p. 587). Accessibility constitutes one
important consideration in the field of scholarship relating to inclusive tourism development in the
drive for innovation and new recommendations to counter socio-economic barriers and exclusions.
Whilst the seven elements of inclusive tourism development thus form an appropriate and useful
framework upon which to map the current state of play of accessible tourism scholarship so as to
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propose a future agenda, as is proffered in this paper, it does not provide a means for recommending
specific initiatives to combat the social barriers imposed by the tourism industry.

2. Situating Accessibility within Inclusive Tourism Development for Sustainable Outcomes

Before mapping the current position of accessible tourism scholarship against the seven elements
of inclusive tourism development, the paper considers the background context of the field of study and
discusses the concepts of disability, sustainability, accessibility and inclusive tourism development.

2.1. Disability

Disability is ubiquitous worldwide [3]. It is generally accepted that 15 percent of the global
population, or 1 billion people, live with disability. The number of people who are directly or indirectly
affected by disability rises to 30 percent of the global population, or 2 billion people, when the family
members and carers of people with intellectual disabilities are considered [4]. In Western developed
nations, it is generally accepted that 15 to 20 percent of the population live with disability, and disability
is even more prevalent among less developed, vulnerable populations [5,6]. It is estimated that by the
year 2050, the number of people living with disability globally will have risen to 1.2 billion [4]. This rise
will be attributable to population ageing [7], the rise of chronic health problems and non-communicable
diseases [8], increasing life expectancies, decreasing rates of child mortality [9], and better tools for
identifying and measuring disability [4].

While the statistics provide a measure of disability, disability discourse can better guide our
understanding. The medical and social models of disability have informed much of the previous
disability discourse [6]. The medical model of disability provided a perspective of disability that
emphasised the impairment before the individual, and perpetuated notions of abnormality or loss in
functional ability. As such, it prioritised the need for a treatment or cure, intervention or accommodation.
In contrast, the social model of disability has challenged the previous medical discourse. Instead,
it argues that it is society that disables the individual rather than their impairment, and thereby requires
a social solution to reduce barriers and enable participation. A contemporary perspective of disability
acknowledges, understands and celebrates the diversity and multiplicity of disability [8]. Disability is
likely to be a feature of most people’s lifespans, whether in a temporary or permanent capacity; and
whether it affects people directly, or indirectly through someone close to them [10–12]. The inevitability
of these socio-demographic shifts will present a range of future implications for our global society,
and by extension, tourism [10,13]. Scholars have recognised this correlation between ageing, disability
and tourism, and what this means, and will mean, for tourists and residents alike [5,14]. Notably,
“studies on disability and tourism broaden the diversity of a field by including 10–20 percent of the
population who had previously been excluded from our understanding” [1] (p. 142).

2.2. Sustainability

The tourism industry and tourism scholarship have long advocated for the sustainable
development of tourism. Sustainable development seeks to balance the protection of the environment,
the promotion of economic growth, and the maintenance of social and cultural integrity, both in the
present and in the future [15]. Much of this attention has been directed toward the economic and
environmental sustainability of the industry. Less of this attention has been directed toward issues
of social sustainability, and especially neglected are considerations of the implications of ageing and
disability which undoubtedly present challenges for the future of tourism [5,16]. Notwithstanding
the importance of economic growth and environmental responsibility, a broader sense of human
dignity, respect and welfare [2,17] means there is a need to more fully consider the wider social benefits
of tourism.

The United Nations (2006) Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities recognises
the citizenship rights of people with disabilities, and is underpinned by principles of respect and
equality, access and inclusion [18]. Of particular relevance to this paper is the citizenship right to
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travel [10,19,20]. Specifically, Article 9 refers to access to transportation and the built environment,
and Article 30 refers to participation in all areas of ‘cultural life,’ including sport, leisure and tourism [21].
Ratified in 2015, the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals provide a framework for balancing the economic, environmental and social
dimensions of sustainable development [22]. The purpose of that framework is to foster equitable and
inclusive societies, where respect for human rights and human dignity, as well as equal opportunities,
are realised [22]. To this end, the Agenda and Goals are guided by the purpose and principles of the
Charter of the United Nations and reaffirm the importance of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, as well as the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities [23]. Embedded within
these Goals are considerations pertaining to disability.

Despite attention to the Sustainable Development Goals, some individuals and groups, because
of their gender, age, ethnicity, poverty, sexuality or disability [24], lack power and/or voice, and are
excluded from development [2]. Central to the Sustainable Development Goals is the principle of
inclusion, and development, therefore, will be inclusive only when said individuals and groups are
empowered and have their voices heard. We cannot ignore disability and, especially, the perspectives
and experiences of people with disabilities, when addressing the Sustainable Development Goals in
tourism [1,5].

2.3. Accessibility

Like sustainability [25], accessibility is a contemporary tourism issue [13]. In its broadest sense,
accessibility ensures the development of products, services and environments that allow everyone to use
and derive benefit from them. An example is that of universal design principles, which enable usability
by people with disabilities without the need for adaptation. It is important to consider where disability
and tourism fit within the broader sustainability agenda, as well as the need for accessibility and
inclusion in tourism [26]. People with disabilities are a historically excluded and socially marginalised
group that lack power and voice [27]. They have faced, and continue to face, barriers to their full and
effective participation and inclusion in the community and in cultural life, whether that be the arts,
sport and recreation [1,23,28]. While tourism is considered an integral part of modern life, for people
with disabilities, it is not always accessible or inclusive [29,30]. People with disabilities are not always
able to partake in this leisure activity due to its barrier-laden and socially exclusive nature [6,31].
That said, tourism has the potential to enhance the quality of life and life satisfaction for people with
disabilities, through the likes of personal development and social interaction [32,33]. Such benefits
and outcomes should be a priority with regard to a population who are denied all sorts of different
opportunities in their day-to-day lives [34,35].

Participation in tourism is fundamental to enjoying all that citizenship represents. As such,
tourism scholars have increasingly been concerned with the participation and inclusion of people with
disabilities [31]. Scholars have come some way in addressing disability in tourism [13]. The concept of
accessible tourism “enables people with access requirements, including mobility, vision, hearing and
cognitive dimensions of access, to function independently and with equity and dignity through the
delivery of universally designed tourism products, services and environments” [10] (p. 34). While the
accessible tourism agenda, undoubtedly, has evolved in its sophistication [1], it has been somewhat
devoid of an inclusive agenda.

2.4. Inclusive Tourism

Inclusive tourism is an analytical concept and an aspirational ideal [2]. Typically perceived
from a domineering neoliberal perspective, tourism development has been pursued by governments
and operators alike for its economic outcomes [36–38] and, today, comprises one of the world’s
largest and growing industries [39,40]. However, “as tourism expands at a seemingly insatiable
pace, the inequalities become increasingly evident and so too does the need for more complex and
nuanced understandings of them” [41] (p. xv). To this end, it has been argued that tourism’s
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“full potential is squandered and its promise of many powerful benefits for humanity remains
unfulfilled” [17] (p. 1193). Indeed, tourism has long been critiqued for its exclusive nature. Tourism
scholarship, too, has been remiss in its lack of inclusion of certain individuals and groups at the margins
of society [42,43]. Those who are “othered, omitted, overlooked or ostracised” in and from tourism are
individuals and groups marginalised as a result of various identity markers and their intersectional
nature [1] (p. 140). Therefore, in viewing tourism through a lens of social justice, we can read tourism
“as an assertion of power and privilege” and must give greater thought to how we might ratify the
right to tourism [44] (p. 1927).

Critical tourism scholars have increasingly explored the perspectives of such overlooked
populations whose voices are underrepresented and marginalised [45,46], the common denominator
being the subjugation and exclusion of the ‘other’ [47,48]. Understood as a hopeful, critical and
moral turn, this inquiry is oriented toward advocacy and a more inclusive view of tourism that
promotes human rights and social justice within the industry and inquiry related to it [46,49,50].
By acknowledging past non-participation and exclusion in tourism, we can consider ways to enable
future participation and inclusion in authentic and meaningful ways. In this way, inclusive tourism
“can add value to tourism knowledge and understandings by seeking to explicitly overcome the
exclusionary tendencies of tourism and to ensure that a wider range of people participate in and
benefit from tourism endeavours” [2] (p. 590). As such, it is thought to be a transformative form
of tourism; transformative in “addressing inequality, overcoming the separation of different groups
living in different places, challenging stereotypes or generalised histories, and opening people up to
understanding the situation of minorities” [2] (p. 592).

In defining the concept of inclusive tourism, Scheyvens and Biddulph put forward seven different
elements of inclusive tourism development which they argue constitute lines of inquiry in investigations
of tourism’s inclusiveness [2]. Discussion of these elements can also inform a consideration of the
potentials and limitations for tourism to generate wider socio-economic impacts for more equitable
and sustainable outcomes. The first element, marginalised people as tourism producers, is about
“overcoming barriers to disadvantaged groups’ access to tourism as producers.” The second element,
marginalised people as tourism consumers, is about “overcoming barriers to disadvantaged groups’
access to tourism consumers.” The third element, self-representation in dignified and appropriate
ways, is about telling the stories, and representing the culture, of marginalised people in meaningful
ways. The fourth element, power relations challenged in and beyond tourism, is about “challenging
dominant power relations.” The fifth element, the widening of participation in tourism decision-making,
is about “who can contribute to the decision-making about development of tourism.” The sixth element,
changing the tourism map to involve new people and places, is about “providing opportunities for
new places to be on the tourism map.” The seventh element, promotion of mutual understanding
and respect, is about “encouraging learning, exchange and mutually beneficial relationships which
promote understanding and respect between ‘hosts’ and ‘guests’” [2] (p. 593).

Ultimately, Scheyvens and Biddulph attest that these seven elements may be applied to evaluate
the degree to which tourism development is inclusive [2]. Our intention here is not to critique the
established framework but rather to apply it to guide our own evaluation of tourism in terms of its
accessibility for people with disabilities so as to shed light on a future agenda for accessible tourism in
the broader context of sustainability. Scheyvens and Biddulph [2] posit that accessible tourism is just
one aspect of inclusive tourism as the latter more broadly considers all forms of social and economic
exclusion and division, not just accessibility. It could be argued, however, that such broad scoping
does not sufficiently grant attention to specific excluded or marginalised groups. While Darcy et al.
have commended Biddulph and Scheyvens’ [26] definition of inclusive tourism for encompassing “all
forms of marginality and intersectionality,” they argue that it is too broadly focused and not specific
enough to people with disabilities [1] (p. 141).

This paper thereby puts forth the view that the conceptual framework for inclusive tourism
development, as an analytical tool, is complementary to considering the scope of work on accessible
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tourism and we advocate its use for examining the current state of accessible tourism. In this way,
the degree to which accessible tourism development is inclusive may be determined by an assessment
of the seven elements of the framework. As such, we now apply the framework of inclusive tourism
development to conceptually map the current position of accessible tourism and give examples of
relevant accessible tourism studies to recommend a future agenda. That is, we seek to examine “the
tourism industry as it currently is, and also what it could be” [51] (p. 859).

3. Conceptual Approach and Limitations

In this paper we use a conceptual approach to explore the degree to which accessible tourism
development is inclusive, as determined by an assessment of the seven elements of the conceptual
framework by Scheyvens and Biddulph (2018). To achieve this, we drew upon relevant examples from
the published literature on accessible tourism to illustrate how it could apply to each of the seven
elements of the framework. We considered where the most notable gaps existed in relation to our
interpretation of the elements of the framework. These gaps then informed our discussion of a future
research agenda for accessible tourism. Noting that the examples we used could apply across more
than one of the seven elements, we recognise the plurality and potential for differing interpretations on
our findings. We also recognise that the inclusive tourism development framework, as an analytical
tool, was designed by Scheyvens and Biddulph (2018) with a broader agenda for inclusive tourism
beyond just accessibility. Whilst our discussion here is only a snapshot of how the framework can be
applied to the accessible tourism agenda, we recommend that future researchers may wish to provide
a more systematic review of the literature to critique the applicability of the framework for future
considerations of accessible tourism and sustainability.

4. Applying the Conceptual Framework for Inclusive Tourism Development: A Future Agenda
for Accessible Tourism

4.1. People with Disabilities as Tourism Producers

The first element of inclusive tourism development considers how different groups of people—in
this case, people with disabilities—can be engaged in tourism as producers, that is, in “roles as owners,
entrepreneurs, employees and regulators” [2] (p. 598). Generally speaking, people with disabilities
have limited access to, and participation in, the labour market, and there is a lack of accessible
workplaces with reasonable accommodations in place [23]. In tourism, too, there is minimal evidence,
anecdotal or otherwise, to suggest that people with disabilities are engaged as producers to any great
extent. The studies that do exist are overwhelmingly focused on people with disabilities as employees,
principally within the hospitality sector and mostly in hotels. For instance, some studies have
considered the barriers to, and challenges in, employing people with disabilities in hotels [52], or the
benefits to, and outcomes for, hospitality organisations that employ people with disabilities [53–55].
Human resource policies and practices in hotels that employ people with disabilities have also
been considered [56–58], as well as employer perspectives on employing people with disabilities in
hospitality organisations [59–61]. Guest and consumer perspectives on people with disabilities as
employees in hotels and restaurants are less studied [62,63].

Fewer studies have examined hospitality organisations that operate as social enterprises and
provide employment opportunities to people with disabilities [64]. The social innovation, ‘Brownies &
Downies,’ for instance, was born from a desire to see more people with disabilities playing a part in
the hospitality sector, and by extension, wider society. The coffee shop concept, which began in the
Netherlands and has now expanded throughout Europe and to South Africa, involves training centres,
placement providers and coffee shops where people with intellectual disabilities are engaged in the
preparation and serving of coffee and food [65].

While the studies mentioned above have focused on the employment of people with disabilities
in the hospitality sector, there is no reason to suggest that similar studies could not be undertaken
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in the tourism sector. However, “one of the biggest challenges for inclusive tourism is to encourage
responsible production of tourism by existing tourism businesses” [2] (p. 598). In any event, there is
little evidence to suggest that people with disabilities are engaged in tourism as producers, whether
that be as employees, or in the capacity of owners, entrepreneurs or regulators. The studies that do
exist attest to the continued social barriers for people with disabilities as producers, compounded by
the attitudes of employers in the industry as well as industry notions of service training, delivery and
professionalism [66]. What becomes clear, then, is that greater future attention should be directed to
engaging people with disabilities as tourism producers.

4.2. People with Disabilities as Tourism Consumers

The second element of inclusive tourism development considers how different groups of people—in
this case, people with disabilities—can be engaged in tourism as consumers [2]. It is this focus on
extending access to, and participation in, tourism, beyond the major markets, that serves as a key
similarity between inclusive tourism and accessible tourism. Certainly, much of the accessible tourism
literature has centred upon people with disabilities as tourism consumers, from both demand- and
supply-side perspectives. It is oriented toward an economic or market perspective [67,68], and how
accessibility can be viewed as part of triple bottom line sustainability [5].

It is widely agreed that the industry, for the most part, has failed to interact with issues pertaining to
the access to, and participation in, tourism by people with disabilities’ [69–71]. People with disabilities
are somewhat misunderstood, largely under-served, and even ignored, as a group of consumers,
and as a viable segment of the market [30,72,73]. Operators do the bare minimum to meet legislative
requirements [74], and governments are largely reactive rather than proactive [75]. Within the industry,
a pervasive assumption is that people with disabilities constitute a minority market that requires
considerable investment for low return and profitability [43,67]. Operators tend to want tangible proof
of the benefits this market can bring before committing to providing or improving accessibility [5,76].
As such, the economic rationale supporting the provision or improvement of accessibility is the driver
for operators and industry alike [72,77]. People with disabilities should be viewed as both “market
segment” [1] (p. 142), and as “part of every market segment” [78] (p. 222).

Indeed, many studies have attested to the economic outcomes that can accrue to businesses and
industry alike when accessibility is provided for [5,76]. Accessibility contributes to tourism activity
and occupancy, increases the customer base and market share, reduces effects of seasonality, exploits
competitive advantages, improves profitability, and enhances destination competitiveness [5,71,79].
Clearly, there is much evidence to suggest this is a significant and potentially lucrative market moving
forward [73,80], despite the fact that there is a limited number of industry-based case studies to
showcase such benefits [13]. Evidence shows that people with disabilities do engage in independent
travel and there is a greater need to hear about their needs and experiences as consumers. With regard to
accessibility, there is a future need to consider the personalisation of tourism supply [81], necessitating
a greater understanding of the motives, decision-making behaviour, needs and experiences of people
with disabilities as tourism consumers.

4.3. Self-Representation in Dignified and Appropriate Ways

The third element of inclusive tourism development considers the representation of marginalised
people—in this case, people with disabilities—in a dignified and appropriate manner, and in meaningful
ways [2].

A number of tourism scholars have suggested that disability is largely treated as a single-
rather than multi-dimensional construct, and people with disabilities as a homogenous rather than
heterogenous group [6,82,83]. If tourism is to be accessible and inclusive, then a recognition of the
diversity of disability, and an individual’s embodiment of that, is key [13]. Each individual’s dimension
of disability, level of support needs and requirement for assistive technologies, in addition to their
interaction with the tourism environment, will ultimately shape the experience they derive [5,18,80].
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There has thus been a shift toward better understanding the embodied ontologies of people with
disabilities [84,85]. This is founded on the recognition that, for people with disabilities, tourism is a
multi-sensory, bodily experience where, for the non-disabled, it is predominantly visual [48,83,86].

To this end, a growing number of studies have explored the perspectives and experiences
of people with different dimensions of disability. Mostly, such studies have focused on people
with physical disabilities, or mobility impairments [69,87], or people with sensory disabilities,
and particularly those with vision impairments [70,80,85]. The agenda is not necessarily inclusive
of different impairment types [74]. Increasingly, however, other dimensions of disability are being
explored, for instance, psychological or psychiatric impairments, such as people with dementia [88] or
people with intellectual disabilities [89]. Interestingly, notions of ability versus disability are ableist and
assume independence [82]. Yet travel is not always independent, and some people with disabilities are
in a situation of dependency, wherein they will travel with a companion or carer [89,90]. In addition,
recognition is being granted to the relational dimension of travel, where studies are including carers,
family members and companions of people with disabilities [91,92]. All of these perspectives “ought to
be heard if the aim of scholarly inquiry is to conceptualise the tourist experience more comprehensibly
and responsibly” [93] (p. 93).

Well-reported in the literature are the positive outcomes people with disabilities derive from
partaking in tourism [94,95]. Tourism affords a number of intra- and interpersonal benefits, whether
that be for psychological or physical health, for self-confidence and self-development, or for social
interaction and inclusion [35,69,88]. Most notably, a sense of quality of life and life satisfaction are
asserted through tourism [76,92]. Tourism can represent a ‘normal’ or ordinary life for people with
disabilities, presenting the potential to exert a sense of independence and autonomy [82,92]. Tourism,
uniquely, provides a setting where people with disabilities may be relieved of the typical ‘role’ they
experience in their everyday life, where they are, or at least are perceived as, objects of care, and by
contrast are “overcoming self-doubt, redefining [themselves] and building self-confidence” [96] (p. 87).
In fact, scholars have suggested that “tourism represents a metaphor for recovery” [35] (p. 958), and it
can be a site of resistance and/or transformation [97]. Conversely, tourism can perpetuate anxiety and
uncertainty in an overly stimulating and unfamiliar tourism environment [70,85,86]. Furthermore,
people with disabilities experience disembodiment [91] and stigma [82,90,98]. Recognising the benefits
of tourism for people with disabilities and their carers/travel companions, and the social barriers
imposed by the tourism industry and wider social stigma, there is a future need to examine the social
and relational nature of tourism, and shift focus from a medical to social view of disability [81].

4.4. Power Relations Transformed in and beyond Tourism

The fourth element of inclusive tourism development considers the transfer of power to previously
marginalised people—in this case, people with disabilities—so as to transform power relations in and
beyond tourism [2]. In fact, Scheyvens and Biddulph [2] propose that all of the elements, together,
“provide potentially incremental contributions to the larger, long-term goal of transforming power
relations and ending social exclusion” [2] (p. 602).

A key theme in the literature is the issue of tourism (non-)participation. There is a common
misconception that people with disabilities cannot or do not travel [69,96]. As seen in the previous
section, tourism is designed with the mobile and functional in mind [99] and, in this way, marginalises
“those with different bodies and/or minds” [43] (p. 1262). Because of this, people with disabilities
subsequently negotiate, or even surrender, their participation in tourism [35]. Accessible tourism is
about advocating the right to travel and, therefore, necessitates the removal of barriers that otherwise
prevent or constrain participation [96]. Taking a supply-side perspective, studies largely focus on
the barriers, constraints and managerial implications of access-related issues [18,87,96,100]. Barriers,
for instance, are typically environmental, intrinsic or interactive in nature [31], and examples include
the likes of a lack of physical access, inaccurate or inadequate information, negative attitudes and
discrimination [71,90,91]. Some barriers can be negotiated, but not all, as they rely on a complex
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interplay that is intrinsic to the individual and interactive with the socially constructed tourism
environment [80,84].

Mitigating barriers to participation and improving accessibility, “is in the broadest sense,
an attack on the legal, political, social and economic structures that underpin and perpetuate their
existence” [6] (p. 553). To this end, scholars have highlighted the importance of viewing disability as a
social construct [13]. It is not the individual’s impairment which is disabling, rather it is the complex
interactions of the environment and society which denies their participation and inclusion [13,92].

Tourism does not occur in a ‘social vacuum’ [101]. The social restrictions that people
with disabilities face every day [102] are still imposed upon them, and potentially internalised,
when travelling [97,98]. People with disabilities are subjected to a sometimes judgmental,
disapproving, and invalidating gaze of others—whether industry personnel, other tourists, or the host
community—and to their negative attitudes and social stigma [6,28,100]). “Negative attitudes focus on
negative behaviours, such as avoidance of people with disabilities, and apathetic behaviour in which
people behave as if individuals with disabilities do not exist” [76] (p. 165). People with disabilities are
“left out, left behind, excluded, waiting, passive, disenfranchised, less than, stigmatised, put down,
unable, diminished, powerless, discriminated against” [71] (p. 195). Industry personnel, for instance,
are often described as being apathetic and ignorant, insensitive and lacking empathy [68,70]. In this
way, tourism environments can be sites of marginalisation and inequality. Yet, they can also serve as
sites of resistance and/or transformation for people with disabilities, by way of normalising and/or
challenging the presence of disability [46,97]. It is ultimately the attitudes of others that determine
whether the tourism experience is positive or negative for people with disabilities [80,85].

Daruwalla and Darcy [6] have cautioned that such disengagement and discrimination is
psychological, and there thus remains a future need to measure and analyse existing attitudinal
barriers as well as the potential for wider attitudinal change [6]. Viewing disability as a social construct
“provides the context for understanding the relationship between the individual’s lived experience,
society’s attitudes and the focus on creating environments that enable independent, equitable and
dignified participation” [82] (p. 2). Aitchison [99] has suggested that the existing exclusionary practice
of the industry emulates the exclusionary nature of society itself. Indeed, because disability is socially
constructed, it necessitates a social solution, and social action [13].

4.5. Widening of Participation in Tourism Decision-Making

The fifth element of inclusive tourism development is about widening the participation of
marginalised people—in this case, people with disabilities—in tourism decision-making. The intention
is to better, and more responsibly, reflect certain interests of the community, as well as wider society,
in aspects that directly concern them [2], such as, for instance, in access to transport to access the
tourism system [103,104]. To this end, it is about counteracting the typically dominant industry-centric
perspectives by facilitating favourable terms and inclusive approaches that allow for the active
participation of people with disabilities in planning and development [2].

Several studies have reported on the significance of multiple and diverse stakeholder perspectives,
participation and collaboration in the development of accessible tourism. Michopoulou and
Buhalis [105] offer a comprehensive analysis of accessible tourism stakeholders. Given that people
with disabilities themselves have the lived experience of disability and the requirement of various
access needs and support, it is especially pertinent that their voices are heard [18,74,75]. In practice,
however, this stakeholder group is thought to have limited opportunities to contribute to tourism
policy, planning and development in a meaningful way. Therefore, “collaborative efforts can be
enhanced in the development of accessible tourism to innovatively move the agenda towards inclusive
tourism” [104] (p. 676). This also requires future attention to be focused on the consideration of
co-creative stakeholder engagement methods to engender collaborative dialogue, equitable inclusion,
reciprocal learning and the challenging of existing knowledge gaps and assumptions held by powerful
tourism stakeholders [106].
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4.6. Changing the Tourism Map to Involve New People and Places

The sixth element of inclusive tourism development is about reimagining tourism to include new
sites of experience and spaces for interaction [2].

Within the literature, much has been written that relates, in part, to changing the tourism map to
involve new people and places. This includes considerations of the tourism system at large, in terms of
destination management, to the incorporation of the principles of universal design in tourism sites and
spaces. It also includes considerations of both the business and social rationales for accessible tourism,
and its role in achieving sustainability.

At the destination level, it is both complex and challenging to deliver quality accessible tourism
experiences due to the fragmented nature of the industry and lack of collaboration between the tourism
and access sectors [104]. Accessibility, at the destination level, then, determines whether, and to what
extent, an individual can participate in tourism [29,107]. It is not enough for a single component
of the journey to be accessible, if the other components are largely inaccessible. “Until examples of
good business practice are identified and promoted, the industry cannot be guided with certainty
about the benefits in providing expanded accessible tourism products” [5] (p. 533). Some destinations,
namely Europe, the United States and Australia, are conforming to legislative requirements and
proactively “developing infrastructure, goods, services, marketing and promotion in alignment with
the collaborative processes outlined in the conceptualisation of accessible tourism” [1] (p. 142).

“Ensuring access to travel and tourism opportunities for people living with disability as well
as for the entire population requires knowledge and design structures that are inclusive for all
citizens” [100] (p. 46). The incorporation of physical accessibility into existing and potential tourism
sites and spaces has become increasingly significant, and Darcy et al. [5] have suggested that it is no
longer realistic, feasible or ethical to ignore such demands [5]. Not only are various components of the
tourism system largely inaccessible, but people with disabilities can face difficulty in negotiating the
built environment too [104], which impedes upon their participation and “reduces their independence,
dignity, equity and self-determination” [18] (p. 183). A concept central to understanding accessible
tourism development is universal design. The principles of universal design distinctively provide
positive economic benefits to operators and destinations alike, and socially sustainable outcomes to
people with disabilities and wider society, given that it recognises the implications of ageing and
disability, and adopts a whole-of-life approach [5].

In addition to universal design as a strategy for more inclusive tourism, it has been suggested
that social tourism policy and practice has the potential to contribute to inclusive and sustainable
outcomes for people with disabilities [20,94]. Other examples of such socially-based tourism policies
and practices include prospects like respite tourism [108] or assisted vacations [109]. That said, people
with disabilities access tourism outside of social policies, and such policies are not offered in some
countries; hence, future considerations must be directed at development of policies and an inclusive
tourism system for all.

4.7. Promotion of Mutual Understanding and Respect

The final element of inclusive tourism development is about promoting mutual understanding
and respect by way of overcoming negative stereotyping and breaking down the barriers between
people [2].

There is evidence that tourism promotional materials perpetuate an ableist gaze [110]. To counter
the lack of understanding of disability, previous studies have emphasised the need for increased
awareness and knowledge of disability [68,70,88]. They have reported on the value in breaking
down the negative attitudinal barriers people with disabilities encounter from others. Examples
have included the normalising of disability through better representation of people with disabilities,
for instance, in packaging and promotion or through media [66]. Examples have also included:
the employment of more enabling language [111], considering more accessible web design and
assistive technologies [112], and carrying out disability awareness raising and sensitivity training
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programmes [76]. The transformative potential of accessible tourism requires the continued challenging
of stereotypes and stigma, and the ongoing promotion of awareness, acceptance and inclusion. Inclusive
attitudes and approaches are integral to the provision of accessibility [35,72] to ensure people with
disabilities are treated equitably, and with dignity and respect [6,10].

5. Conclusions

Inclusive tourism development is framed as having the potential for a “broader transformative
influence within and beyond the tourism industry” [2] (p. 584). There is benefit, therefore, in applying
the conceptual framework for inclusive tourism development to accessible tourism, because it is
fundamentally about the inclusion of people with disabilities in tourism, and in society. Scheyvens
and Biddulph [2] emphasised the importance in confronting constraints to achieving inclusive tourism,
arguing that “the prevailing ideology of neoliberalism” is the greatest of constraints [2] (p. 603).
This paper used a conceptual approach to recommend a future agenda for more inclusive tourism
outcomes that move towards sustainability. In mapping how accessible tourism is currently positioned
against the seven elements of inclusive tourism development, we have seen that with regard to
disability, the predominant constraint to achieving inclusive tourism is arguably the dominant ableist
discourse that “reproduce[s] and reinforce[s] the dominant hegemony and cultural discourse that
currently exist[s] around disability” [89] (p. 237). As such, a future agenda posits attention to all seven
elements of the inclusive tourism framework for accessible tourism. In order to achieve this, we urge
researchers to consider three wider considerations. We would caution, however, that Western and
Eastern perspectives, as well as developed and developing contexts, may likely reveal differences
among these issues. Equally, a more systematic review of the content of previous accessible tourism
literature and that of wider fields, may reveal differing perspectives not captured in the notable
examples we mention here.

First, we suggest that a closer examination of the wider disability discourse, including both
historical and social perspectives of people with disabilities, is an important starting point for accessible
tourism scholarship. “Benefits can accrue if the recognition, understanding and knowledge about
the long history of marginalisation and exclusion of this group are taken into account” [104] (p. 678).
As individuals and as a collective, we need to recognise our biases, as well as our complicity in
accepting, and even perpetuating, the hegemonic hold of ableism [113,114]. Importantly, if disability is
indeed a social construct [115], then a social solution can be achieved in and through tourism [13,70,82].
A future agenda must consider this, further leveraging the social model of disability

Second, a future agenda must consider how our academic inquiry can be more participatory and
inclusive. If we are to build a sound foundation of knowledge for sustainability, then we need to step
outside of our own field and engage with the relevant, related scholarship of other fields, like disability
and leisure studies. We need to critically reflect on the consequences of our academic language,
and the methods and approaches we adopt for inclusion, equity of participation, collaborative dialogue,
reciprocal learning, and for challenging the existing knowledge and assumptions of the dominant
stakeholders in sectors which do not necessarily dialogue with each other (such as the tourism and
access sectors) for creative social solutions.

Thirdly, a bridge between inquiry, industry and community is needed. Many of the future
research directions and practical recommendations we propose as scholars are not filtered through
our scholarship. We have to ask, where is our scholarship going, what is being done with it, and is
it having an impact? If sustainability is about the future, then this work is of critical importance.
Within our own field, this might include inclusive tourism research that looks at language, ethics,
researcher positionality and care ethics. Related to this, there is a need for a more accessible pedagogy,
where inclusive tourism programmes include students with disabilities but also reflect that diversity in
their teaching and curriculum. We also need to advocate collaborative approaches to our research that
are embedded in industry priorities and processes for social change. These things are important if we
are to consider seriously how we might move from a disabling and exclusionary mindset to that of an
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enabling one that generates inclusion, and by extension, more sustainable outcomes. Our application
of the framework of inclusive tourism to examine accessibility reveals we still have some way to go.
As such, there is a need to move beyond the conceptual approach we use here to effect change.
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