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Abstract

O1 “Mapping report” presents an overview of accessible tourism services in Europe, based on a review of 

previous studies and market data, followed by an examination of the conditions and potentials for improving 

these services in natural and rural areas (NRAs). The report presents the results of new surveys of (1) visitors with 

disabilities and other specific access requirements and (2) Small and Medium-sized Tourism Enterprises (SMEs) 

in 6 countries, as well as Round Table focus group interviews with tourism stakeholders. It provides an overview 

of the main barriers to travel in NRAs and the challenges facing tourism enterprises. The findings will be used 

to identify the specific themes of accessible tourism training and the types of training interventions that would 

help tourism business owners and managers to remove the existing barriers and meet the needs of travellers 

with access requirements. From the desk research, lists of online publications and other resources suitable for 

developing ACCESS-IT training content are also provided.
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1. Executive Summary

This Mapping Report on Determinants of Tourism Accessibility in Natural and Rural Areas 
(NRAs) is the first output of the ACCESS-IT project. It is designated as “Output O1”. 

The activities contributing to O1 are:

• O1. Desk Research 

• O1. R1 Research methodology including questionnaires for target group surveys

• O1. R2 Report on target group surveys, involving people with access needs and tourism 
SMEs operating in natural and rural areas

• O1. R3 Report on Stakeholder roundtables, involving tourism stakeholders.  

The main objective of this mapping report is to provide a general understanding of the 
context in which the project will be implemented. The report first gives an overview of the 
main characteristics of Accessible Tourism and its development in Europe, based on a brief 
overview of relevant policies, legislation and previous studies of market demand and supply. 

From the desk research, key guidelines, projects and initiatives are identified, showing how 
specific measures can be adopted to improve accessible tourism offers in NRAs, based on the 
general accessibility requirements of the target groups.

Two online surveys of visitors and Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) were carried 
out by the ACCESS-IT partners, focusing on tourism offers for people with disabilities, seniors 
and others with specific access requirements. The main results are summarised, providing 
indications of the types of tourism activities which are enjoyed by these target groups, typical 
access barriers, and the provisions made by suppliers in venues and destinations. Detailed 
results with statistical tables and charts are shown in two Annexes. 

From the multi-stakeholder “Round Tables”, each partner produced a report, recording the 
points of view of the invited participants, who included visitors, business representatives, 
policy-makers and experts in the accessible tourism field. Their experiences showed what 
motivates tourism businesses to attract the accessible tourism market, which measures are 
required and how investments can contribute to successful offers, leading to higher levels of 
customer satisfaction and improved incomes.     

From the combined results of the desk research, online surveys and group interviews,  
the report concludes with a list of main subjects in accessible tourism for training business 
owners, managers and staff and hospitality students.   
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2. Desk Research  

2.1. Mapping approach

The first section of the Mapping Report is based on “desk research” involving the collection 
and study of published materials in the form of accessible tourism policy documents, 
standards, guidelines, websites, articles and digital resources (databases, analytics, apps, audio 
and video presentations, etc.). 

While ENAT has led the desk research tasks, all partners have contributed to the work, 
collecting suitable reference sources and submitting these to the project’s Online Database. 

These are collected in spreadsheets with lists of the most relevant Accessible Tourism training 
resources and Annotated References. Links to these lists are included in later sections of this 
report. 

2.2. A definition of Accessible Tourism

Drawing on one of the key publications in the field, “Accessible Tourism: Concepts and issues”, 
the following definition of accessible tourism is given: 

“Accessible tourism is a form of tourism that involves collaborative processes between 
stakeholders that 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. This definition adopts a whole of life approach where people through 
their lifespan benefit from accessible tourism provision. These include people with 
permanent and temporary disabilities, seniors, obese, families with young children and 
those working in safer and more socially sustainably designed environments.” (Buhalis, 
& Darcy, 2011, pp. 10–11).

Key to this definition is the premise that accessible tourism is part of collaborative 
processes that understand the heterogeneity of access requirements informed by people’s 
different embodiments (health and functional abilities), and where the creation of enabling 
environments through universal design is essential to the achievement of tourism services 
that are accessible for all. 
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2.3. Accessible Tourism in Europe

The starting point for the development of this report was highlighted in the ACCESS-IT  
proposal, as follows: 

“Accessible Tourism has been recently brought to the forefront of the agenda for 
sustainable tourism development, as numerous research reports took notice of the spike 
in demand for accessibility. This tendency is supported by the statistics related to the 
growing number of people with disabilities and growing ageing population in Europe 
and among inbound travellers to European destinations. Existing research proves that 
people with disabilities and other access needs, including elderly people, pregnant 
women and families with children, tend to travel just as much as people without specific 
access requirements (ONCE Foundation, 2016).” 

It was also noted that:

• One billion people or 15% of the world population live with some form of disability  
(WHO, 2011); 

• People with disabilities or other access needs, including older people, pregnant women 
and families with children, tend to travel just as much as people without specific access 
requirements (ONCE Foundation, 2016); 

• However, the supply of tourism products and services is extremely low. Only about  
9% of all tourist services promoted their offers as being accessible for persons  
with disabilities or older persons in 2014. (European Commission Report on Supply  
and Performance Check of Accessible Tourism Services in Europe, 2015); 

• People with disabilities and older people show a high demand for nature-based leisure 
activities. However, accessibility in natural and rural areas (NRAs), presents a challenge. 
Even at well-equipped accessible tourist destinations, attractions and recreation 
opportunities are often inaccessible (European Commission Report on Economic Impact 
and Travel patterns of Accessible Tourism in Europe, 2014); 

The European tourism sector is dominated by micro, small and medium-sized enterprises. 
Managers of tourism SMEs tend to lack awareness of the access needs of their customers 
and have insufficient skills in developing and implementing innovative, sustainable solutions, 
which could help them increase their market share by seizing the opportunities offered by the 
growing market of accessible tourism. 

This is particularly true for Natural and Rural Areas (NRAs), where professional development 
and training opportunities are limited (Mapping and performance check of the supply of 
tourism education and training, EC, 2016).
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Yet, it is widely recognized that dynamic, forward thinking entrepreneurs, who understand 
their customer base and apply innovative solutions could improve tourism offers towards 
increased accessibility (see: European Commission studies cited above and Research Study for 
European Parliament Transport and Tourism Committee, 2018). 

Tourism accessibility in NRAs is a challenge in all partners’ countries. Accessibility education 
is not mainstreamed in VET programmes in the field of tourism, and related professional 
development opportunities for tourism SMEs are only occasionally offered.  

Only in one EU Member State – Portugal – is Accessible Tourism an obligatory subject  
in the national curriculum for tourism management and hospitality VET. (EU Parliament TRAN 
Committee, 2018 op. cit. p.128). 

2.4. Accessibility training in the tourism sector

Despite the growing demand for accessible tourism services, so far relatively little attention 
has been paid to the need for education and training of management and staff in the tourism 
sector, in matters concerning quality of service and how to welcome guests with access 
needs. 

Employment in the tourism sector is typically sensitive to seasonal demand and economic 
factors. Employees therefore need professional qualifications that are recognised and 
“portable” across national boundaries, and here accessible tourism qualifications should also 
be included. 

Tourism training programmes can play a vital role in preparing managers and employees to 
deliver their services in appropriate ways, respecting not only the diversity of customers’ 
access needs but also specific requirements related to disabilities or long-term health 
conditions. 

With suitable training, front-line staff can make disabled and senior guests feel welcome and,  
in some situations, even overcome some of the physical and functional barriers that are 
still present in older buildings and environments. Accessible tourism training can help to 
change attitudinal barriers that people with disabilities are persistently facing from staff 
in the tourism sector. Such attitudes are largely due to lack of knowledge and consequent 
misunderstandings. When properly performed, accessibility training gives staff the necessary 
knowledge, competences and skills to cope with diverse situations and customer needs. With 
greater confidence, managers and front-line personnel are able to handle situations, which 
could otherwise be seen as difficult or threatening. 
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Currently, Europe lacks a tradition or widespread practice of training in accessible tourism 
skills. Where there is some take-up of such training it has been largely due to short-term 
initiatives such as EU-funded projects in Lifelong Learning (Leonardo and recently ERASMUS+) 
and national programmes for Human Resource Development. 

The aims of such projects have been quite varied but many seem to have difficulties 
in achieving wider impact, especially beyond their original partnership or geographical 
boundaries, and most projects have failed to achieve long-term continuity (EC Study, Training 
Skills needs for Accessible Tourism, 2014) . Greater efforts are needed  across the tourism 
training sector in order to embed accessible tourism training in VET and university curricula, 
providing recognised qualifications for tourism managers and front-line staff. 

From the visitor perspective, tourists with specific access requirements can experience 
difficulties at any point in their journey, from the earliest stages of seeking information 
(through internet websites or traditional media), to booking, travelling, using various modes 
of transport, in accommodations, and at attractions such as cultural venues. There are many 
access barriers in existing offers, in restaurants and cafes, when shopping or attending 
a business meeting or conference, when passing through urban areas or natural landscapes, 
simply finding and using a public toilet, and returning safely home again. 

It is therefore essential that persons who are employed in any part of the tourism value 
chain can understand these barriers in the “Visitor Journey”. They must be trained to acquire 
certain skills so that they can assist and cater for all visitors with equal attention, respect and 
support, when required.

2.5. EU Policies and legislation 

The tourism sector is made up of a diverse range of actors and stakeholders, with primary 
providers, secondary suppliers and ternary operators who may all benefit from tourism  
in businesses and at destinations.

Tourism businesses are regulated and licenced by national and regional governments and city 
authorities to ensure that suitable levels of quality are achieved, with health, fire safety and 
constructional and electro-technical safety standards being of utmost importance. 

In Europe, accessibility is regulated through legal requirements regarding the non-
discrimination of persons with disabilities - ensuring their equal access to goods and services, 
and through building regulations and standards, which are applied at national and regional 
levels, and also at local level in some jurisdictions. 
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All EU Member States have signed and ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities (2006), which was also signed by the European Commission on behalf of the 
EU as a whole in 2014. 

The UNCRPD obliges signatories (“States Parties”) to enact provisions in their national 
legislation to ensure, amongst other things, equal opportunities to participate in “…tourism, 
leisure and sport” (UNCRPD, Article 30). This makes the UNCRPD the first international treaty 
to guarantee everyone the right to enjoy tourism. 

2.6. EU initiatives in support of accessible tourism 

While the European Union has taken several initiatives in support of accessibility in tourism 
over more than two decades, activities have intensified in this area in more recent years. 

Following the signing of the UNCRPD, the European Commission and member states have 
carried out various initiatives to promote actions in favour of accessible tourism or “Tourism  
for All”. Under the Lisbon Treaty on the functioning of the European Union (2007), the 
European Commission received powers to share information and coordinate actions in favour 
of tourism. However, the EU Member States retained the right to make their own policies in 
the tourism area. This has had the effect of limiting EU Commission and EU Parliament actions 
on accessible tourism, to some extent, since no primary EU legislation can be developed on 
tourism matters. 

In 2006 the EU Commission initiated a series of awards under the name “EDEN Destinations” 
(European Destinations of Excellence), which reward, especially, rural destinations. The 
key feature of the selected destinations is their commitment to social, cultural and 
environmental sustainability of tourism. The recipients of the award are emerging, little-
known destinations located in EU countries and candidate countries. The EDEN initiative helps 
to spread the sustainable practices used in the awarded destinations across the EU. In 2013, 
the theme of Accessible Tourism was chosen and 19 destinations won EDEN awards for their 
accessible and sustainable tourism achievements. Five main aspects of accessibility were 
taken into consideration. The winners had to demonstrate that their destination:

1. is barrier-free (infrastructure and facilities); 

2. is accessible by transport means suitable for all users; 

3. has high quality services provided by trained staff; 

4. has activities, exhibits, attractions in which everyone can participate;

5. has marketing, booking systems, web sites and other information services which are 
accessible to all.
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In addition, destinations also had to fulfil the general criteria of EDEN destinations. They had 
to demonstrate that they:

• are „non-traditional”, with a low number of visitors (in comparison with the national 
average); 

• manage their own tourism offer in a way that ensures social, cultural and environmental 
sustainability; 

• are managed by a partnership between the public authorities and all those involved  
in tourism in and around the area;

• are preparing or have in place a marketing management structure and a defined strategy 
for sustainable tourism development.

Through a decision of the European Parliament in 2012, three studies on accessible tourism 
were commissioned by the EU Commission. These studies, carried out in 2014 and 2015 
examined the demand, supply, performance levels and skills requirements for accessible 
tourism, showing that this sector had a very large growth potential, yet was hindered by the 
lack of skills and training in the sector and by an insufficient level of service provision. 

To encourage accessible tourism initiatives around Europe, EU funding was made available 
through the COSME Programme, to enable project teams of public, private and NGO 
organisations to develop accessible itineraries, senior tourism, actions to extend the tourism 
season and the development of accessible destination networks. 

Following this, a number of EU-funded projects were carried out to deliver continuing 
professional development (CPD) of tourism managers and staff, with the support of the 
Leonardo 2 and later ERASMUS+ VET and INTERREG regional development programmes.       

These projects have provided a wealth of experience among a wide range of actors in many 
EU Member States, leading to a broad recognition in the sector of the value and volume  
of the accessible tourism market and its importance for both large and small destinations  
and businesses. Some key projects are described in this report in the section:  
Accessible tourism training projects and other initiatives. 

Yet there is still persistent market failure in many parts of the tourism sector with regard 
to accessibility. The majority of tourism enterprises, (as many as 90% according to the EU 
study in 2015) do not promote accessibility in their marketing, although there is a strong and 
growing demand from those who need accessible services and facilities. Thus, the actual 
supply of accessible tourism offers lags far behind the demand. Customers with access needs 
are underserved and are left with fewer choices of where to travel and what they can do on 
holiday, both in their own countries and abroad. 
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The next section reports on surveys carried out by the ACCESS-IT team to identify some of  
the main activities and key access barriers in tourism experienced by visitors with disabilities 
and other specific access requirements, and the experience and attitudes of tourism SMEs 
regarding accessible tourism as an area of interest for the future development of their 
business and their natural or rural destinations.  

2.7. Demand and Supply for Accessible Tourism in Europe

As shown in this section, there is scope for the tourism industry to make significant economic 
gains if the potential target of tourists with specific access requirements is offered  
the appropriate and comfortable conditions to enable them to travel.

From the results of market studies at national and EU / international levels, in various 
countries, it is clear that the market potential, represented by older travellers and people with 
disabilities, in particular (but not only these), shows estimates of increasing economic value, 
with significant impact on the tourism sector if the supply of accessible services is increased to 
meet the projected demand. (European Commission, 2014, 2015, op.cit.).

2.7.1. The Diversity of Visitors and the Demand for Accessible Tourism

According to the World Health Organization, (World Report on Disability, 2011), there are 
approximately 1 billion persons with disabilities in the world. This equates to approximately 
15% of the world population having a physical, mental or sensory disability. 

Based on evidence gathered by the WHO and World Bank there is a high correlation between 
ageing and disability. Older people (over 65 years) who may not be considered “disabled” 
very often have similar difficulties in carrying out daily activities. Therefore, they are usually 
included among those who have specific access requirements, thus greatly increasing their 
number. 

They represent a significant potential source of tourism business, which can benefit host 
countries and destinations if they take the necessary steps to improve their accessibility.

This significant potential becomes more evident if we consider that a rapid ageing of the 
population is under way. In 2015, there were 617 million people aged 65 or over in the world, 
comprising 8.5% of the global population. Their number is projected to increase more than 
60% in just 15 years: in 2030, there will be about 1 billion older people globally, equivalent 
to 12.0 % of the total population. The share of the older population will continue to grow in 
the following 20 years: by 2050, there will be 1.6 billion people aged 65 or over worldwide, 
representing 16.7 percent of the total world population. 
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Due to the ageing population, the number of people with specific access requirements with 
the capacity to travel is increasing, boosting the demand for an accessible environment, 
transport and services and, therefore, bringing benefits to the tourism sector. Much of 
the senior population, in fact, has significant income and the desire to travel, both in their 
home countries and abroad, and their expenditure tends to be higher than that of tourists 
in general.  Many people with disabilities and retired people have the possibility of travelling 
throughout the year, which helps to reduce the seasonality of demand experienced by many 
destinations. 

The numerical importance of people with specific access requirements for the tourism 
sector has been confirmed by the results of a study on Accessible Tourism Demand  that 
the European Commission had commissioned in order to provide a coherent picture of the 
current and future potential demand of accessible tourism in Europe and to estimate its 
economic impact (Economic Impact and Travel Patterns of Accessible Tourism in Europe – GFK 
and Partners, 2014).

According to this study, in 2011 there were 138.6 million people with access requirements in 
the EU (around 27% of total population), of which 35.9% were people with disabilities aged 
15-64, and 64.1% were the older population aged 65 or above. In 2012, people with access 
requirements in the EU took approximately 783 million trips, thus generating a total gross 
value-added contribution of about €356 billion and a total employment of about 8.7 million 
persons.

Driven by the ageing population, which in Europe, Japan and other industrialised economies  
is much higher than in developing nations, the study projected that demand would grow by 
10% to about 862 million trips per year by 2020, equivalent to an average growth rate of 1.2% 
annually.

However, the study pointed out that the overall potential is far greater: if it would be possible 
to increase the accessibility of tourism-related facilities significantly, then up to 1.231 million 
trips per year could be realized, equivalent to a growth of 43.6%. If accessibility is significantly 
improved, the total economic contribution generated by the EU tourists with specific access 
requirements is expected to increase against the current contribution by roughly 36%.

Moreover, like most of the people, persons with specific access requirements rarely travel 
alone; on the contrary, they usually prefer or need to travel with relatives or friends. 
According to the previous study, on average, people with specific access requirements 
in the EU travel with about 1.9 companions. Therefore, if we consider this, the economic 
contribution of Accessible Tourism will be amplified by a similar scale if the travel companion 
effect is taken into account.
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The GfK study also emphasised that tourists with specific access requirements and older 
people do not form a homogeneous group.  Concerning their travel motivation, they do not 
significantly differ from other travellers. However, some special requirements have to be taken 
into account: the preparation of a journey plays a very important role for this group. Most 
important are  
the recommendations from relatives and friends as well as their own travel experiences. 
Although brochures and other print media are still very important, it is clear enough that the 
Internet with its numerous research opportunities is a very important source of information.

Many tourists with disabilities and older guests as well as families with children look for 
specific information of accessible conditions that are important to them. Thus, the lack of such 
information is considered to be a great barrier. In particular, families with children want more 
detailed information about the accessibility of their resort, their hotel, or recreational facility. 
For all groups, it is important that such information can be found in the standard media and 
not only in special-interest media.

For many travellers, the lack of awareness and knowledge among service personnel about the 
needs of guests with access requirements is a frequently cited problem. This applies widely 
across the tourism sector. Insufficient availability of accessible offers, services and lack of 
physical accessibility are equally important barriers.

2.7.2. The Supply of Accessible Tourism

A tourist destination is an integrated system of attractions and services, or better still, a set of 
resources that attract and induce the traveller to make the necessary efforts to go and stay 
there.

In order for a location to be transformed in a successful tourism destination is necessary that 
the advantages (natural resources, architectural, historical, etc.) present in a specific area  
(once considered sufficient to cope with the market) get transformed in real competitive 
advantages, through the implementation of specific strategies of marketing, with the 
objectives to satisfy the needs and requests of the customer/tourist, needs that appear to be 
more and more complex and diversified.

This combination that helps to create a destination, can be represented through the chain of 
tourist services, that highlights not only which are the ideal products and services but also 
the complementary relationships that exist between them. In fact, it’s not enough to have 
stunning landscapes, crystal waters and spectacular coastlines: in order to attract tourists, it is 
necessary to provide a range of products, distinctly receptive (catering and accommodation) 
entertainment, recreation, sports, culture, and able to satisfy the different demands of the 
customers.
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All the services and attractions which create a destination are definitely much broader than 
those that are usually considered.

It is necessary to understand that each element of the chain influences and depends  
on the others: if one of the elements is weak, from the quality and the fruition point of view,  
the holiday can be strongly compromised as a whole.

Figure 1. The chain of accessibility is only as strong as the weakest link (ENAT)

The consequences could have a direct impact on the management of the enterprise: 
a dissatisfied customer will not use our services again but, most of all, he will be a “negative” 
voice against our product, in a time when opinions of end users are much appreciated as true 
and qualified.

It is obvious that a single entrepreneur cannot control directly all the elements of the 
chain: consequently, it is vital, in all the strategic choices for the development of a tourist 
destination, to involve all the relevant components, both public and private, who have a say in 
managerial choices and the possibility to plan and implement measures for the improvement 
and the inclusive requalification of a destination area.

Clearly, the supply of accessible tourism services must be adequate in terms of the quality 
provided by individual suppliers as well as being sufficient for the rising demand, in order to 
have a well-functioning marketplace which accommodates all user requirements. 

In 2014 the European Commission contracted a team of researchers, including ENAT members 
across Europe to make a study entitled: “Mapping and Performance Check of the Supply  
of Accessible Tourism Services in Europe”.
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As part of this extensive study, the websites of European tourism service providers were 
scanned and analysed to establish the amount and types of information available concerning 
accessible tourism offers. Three types of information were collected: 

• Membership of existing accessibility information schemes (AIS). These schemes bring 
together large numbers of suppliers with accessible services and they make information 
about those services available to travellers with specific access requirements;

• Individual registrations of suppliers that claim to provide accessible services / facilities, 
gathered via the web tool Pantou.org which was specifically designed for this study; 

• Suppliers and services collected from identified third-party sources offering accessibility 
information of tourist venues. These sources are: hotels.com which is an affiliate of 
Expedia, Inc., handistrict.com, an online database developed by the French firm Kernix 
and several other AISs and national or regional tourism online services.

This large-scale survey provided, for the first time, an overview of the existing stock of 
accessible tourism services offered in Europe, compared with the overall supply of tourism 
services. 

It has been estimated that about 3.4 million enterprises were active in the EU tourism industry 
in 2010. These enterprises accounted for 11 % of the persons employed in the non-financial 
business economy and 29 % of persons employed in the services sector. In addition, more 
than one in two enterprises in the tourism industries operated in the accommodation or food 
and beverage serving sector. 

The mapping exercise conducted as part of this study revealed 313,286 accessible tourism 
services across the EU Member States (EU-28). Existing Accessibility Information Schemes list 
224,036 accessible facilities and services. 

The study found that accessible tourism services constitute approximately 9.2% of the 
overall supply of tourism services. 

While this study had focused on the supply of accessible services, the potential demand for 
such services has been estimated in a parallel study whose main figures have been reported 
above.

Taking these estimates as a starting point suggests that demand for accessible services may 
be as high as 37% of the total travel market, estimated in the number of trips. 

Contrasting this figure with the estimated supply of 9.2% of services catering to tourists with 
access requirements suggests that today there is a significant gap in the supply of accessible 
services of 27.8 percentage points. 
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Furthermore, it is likely that the gap between the provision of accessible services and demand 
for such services will increase further over the coming years. According to the parallel demand 
study, expected future demand for accessible services would be at least 24.2% higher in 2020 
than it was in 2014.  In the absence of any changes in the supply of accessible services at least 
an additional 1.2 million tourism enterprises will need to provide accessible services to meet 
future demand.

From the above figures it is evident that the demand for accessible tourism services should 
bring a stronger focus on accessibility as a competitive factor in the tourism sector. But it 
is important to remember that in order for these benefits to fully express their potential, 
attention to accessibility issues should cover the whole chain of tourism services, that 
comprises all the services a tourist utilizes before, during and after his/her trip, from the 
planning stage up until the return back home.

This means involving a large number of actors in the tourism industry: not only the 
accommodation facilities, but also restaurants, transport, museums, monuments, sport 
facilities, events, information and welcoming services, guide and accompanying services and 
so on.

It is necessary to understand that each element of the tourism chain influences and depends 
on the others: if one of the elements is weak, in terms of the quality and the experience 
offered to the customer, the holiday can be strongly compromised as a whole. The accessible 
supply chain must also be “joined up” so that tourists can experience a series of trouble-free 
services throughout their journey, as they pass between the different venues they visit.  

A hotel without barriers but located in a site where there are no recreational and cultural 
facilities accessible to people with specific access requirements, would not be assured of 
attracting customers with specific access requirements, however good the quality of its 
accessibility and usability. The same would apply to an accessible museum or monument that 
can’t be reached by suitable means of transport or hasn’t nearby adequate accommodation 
facilities for customers with specific access requirements.

Destinations should therefore create a comprehensive supply of Tourism for All products and 
services in which all the elements of the supply chain (reservation systems, accommodation, 
transport, etc.) are easily accessed. 

It should be noted that a tourism destination that adequately caters for the needs of 
visitors with specific access requirements leads to improved quality of service and ensures 
a good experience not only for them but also for all the other visitors and improves the 
quality of the daily life of the local population. 
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The “added value of accessibility” for tourism destinations and businesses has been 
summarised by Ambrose and Veitch (ENAT) in the following diagram: 

Figure 2. Business and destination benefits of accessibility (Ambrose and Veitch, 2013)

Finally, it is important to remember that any tourists can have access requirements; they do 
not form a homogeneous group and they do not constitute a separate market segment, but 
they belong to different segments. For example, regarding travel motivations, as any other 
tourist, among those with specific access requirements are those who travel for cultural 
reasons, those who want to practice a sport, those who look for relaxing and calm holidays 
and those who seek fun and exciting experiences, and so on.

They only share the need to find tourism offers that cater for the access requirement they 
have and that derive from their personal conditions, which can differ from one to another 
depending on their personal permanent or temporary difficulties. And, above all, they require 
trained staff who understand their needs and know how to relate to them properly.
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3. Online Surveys and Round Table interviews 

ACCESS-IT aims to develop training materials for the development of vocational courses  
in accessible tourism at tertiary educational level. 

The project seeks to identify knowledge gaps and other barriers that hinder the 
implementation of accessible tourism in NRAs and to gather “good practice” examples that 
can be used in training, so as to extend and improve accessible tourism offers in these areas. 

The project also seeks to engage and work with professionals and destinations in the rural 
and nature tourism field, including managers and owners of tourism enterprises,  destination 
planners and regional and national tourism bodies, raising their awareness of the business 
case for accessibility, changing mindsets and stimulating positive actions.

3.1. Methodology

The project team has carried out two online surveys with Users and Businesses, and six 
“Round Table” interviews with groups of stakeholders in order to document some of their 
experiences and perceptions about accessible tourism. 

Responses from a wide range of individuals and businesses are used to test and validate 
general assumptions on accessible tourism and to enrich the existing body of knowledge 
relating to NRAs in particular. A later phase of the ACCESS-IT project will gather “examples of 
good practice” in NRAs. 

The surveys are NOT intended to be statistically representative but have been targeted 
to respondents who have direct personal experience of either disability or other access 
requirements (in the case of visitors) or as tourism providers (in the case of the business 
survey). Therefore, the findings are largely of a qualitative nature. However, some statistical 
data shows evidence of common tourist activities, travel habits, experienced barriers and 
perceptions of the accessible tourism market, as highlighted in the section below. 

The two surveys were designed with reference to accessibility requirements and barriers 
experienced by tourists, identified initially through desk research and also through the 
knowledge and long experience of the ENAT team members. One ENAT team member who  
has a mobility impairment runs her own travel company specialising in accessible tours.  
With this background, the project team was able to develop the online questionnaires  
for visitors and a second questionnaire for SMEs. 
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(A third questionnaire, for policy-makers, was also developed and launched as an online 
survey but it received very few responses, mainly due to public offices being closed during 
the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. This study was not defined in the project proposal 
and was intended only as an extra research contribution but, sadly, it proved impossible to 
complete).    

The two surveys were delivered as online questionnaires in all the project languages 
(Bulgarian, English, Italian, Polish, as well as French and German. The questionnaires are 
shown in English only in Annex 3 (User survey) and Annex 4  (Business Survey). 

3.2. User Survey

The user survey received 152 valid responses. 

Gender of respondents Frequency Percent

Female 91 59.9

Male 53 34.9

Prefer not to indicate 8 5.3

Total 152 100.0

https://tinyurl.com/business-survey-questionnaire
https://tinyurl.com/user-survey-questionnaire
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Age of respondents Frequency Percent

18-30 years 26 17.1

31-45 years 54 35.5

46-60 years 46 30.3

61+ 19 12.5

Prefer not to indicate 7 4.6

Total 152 100.0

Country of residence 

Responses were received from 39 countries, including 19 EU Member States, with the highest 
numbers being from Poland (45), Bulgaria (27) and Spain (11). Asia and Antarctica were the 
only continent not represented in the responses. 
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Users’ impairments / access 
requirements

Frequency Percent of     
responses

Percent of 
respondents

Mobility impairment 95 48.7% 62.5%

Hearing impairment 35 17.9% 23.0%

Long-term health condition 26 13.3% 17.1%

Dietary requirements 13 6.7% 8.6%

Visual impairment 12 6.2% 7.9%

Other 12 6.2% 7.9%

Learning difficulties 2 1.0% 1.3%

(n=195) 100% (n=152)

Two-thirds of the respondents indicated they have a mobility impairment. One quarter are 
deaf or hard of hearing. 17% have a long-term health condition. Other impairments were 
stated by 12 to 13% of respondents, while only 2 persons indicated “Learning difficulties”. 

How do you normally travel? Frequency Percent of     
responses

Percent of 
respondents

With a friend or relative 104 47.3% 68.4%

Alone 58 26.4% 38.2%

With a group 42 19.1% 27.6%

With a personal assistant 16 7.3% 10.5%

(n=220) 100% (n=152)
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Two-thirds of the respondents normally travel with a friend or relative and 27.6% as a member 
of a group. However, 38.2% stated that they normally travel alone. 10.5% travel with 
a personal assistant.

  

Reasons for your travels  
to Natural and Rural Areas

Frequency Percent of 
responses

Percent of 
respondents

Leisure 96 23.9% 63.2%

Sightseeing 90 22.4% 59.2%

Visiting friends or relatives 65 16.2% 42.8%

Countryside nature walking trails 55 13.7% 36.2%

Spa health 25 6.2% 16.4%

Sports activities 21 5.2% 13.8%

Agrotourism (farm stays) 19 4.7% 12.5%

Gastronomy 19 4.7% 12.5%

Other 10 2.5% 6.6%

Investigation 1 0.2% 0.7%

Official Representative as Delegate (MOSGB) 1 0.2% 0.7%

Total (n=402) 100% (n=152)

(Multiple answers were possible)

The most popular reasons for travelling to natural and rural areas are stated as:

Leisure (63.2%), Sightseeing (59.2%), Visiting friends or relatives (42.8%) and Countryside nature 
and walking trails (36.2%). Between 12% and 16% of respondents took part in activities such as 
Spa and Health tourism, Sports, Agrotourism and Gastronomy.
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Types of rural areas visited Frequency Percent of     
responses

Percent of 
respondents

Seaside lakes or rivers 95 26.3% 62.5%

Mountains 77 21.3% 50.7%

Natural Parks 66 18.3% 43.4%

Heritage sites 60 16.6% 39.5%

Forests 50 13.9% 32.9%

Other 12 3.4% 7.9%

General Assembly of the ESGM 1 0.3% 0.7%

Total (n=361) 100% (n=152)
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Number of trips to rural destinations  
in 1 year

Frequency Percent

1-5 124 81.6

6-10 17 11.2

11 or more 11 7.2

Total 152 100.0

Accommodations used Frequency Percent of 
responses

Percent of 
respondents

Bed & Breakfast 56 24.6% 36.8%

Family-run guesthouse 41 18.0% 27.0%

Hostel/community lodgings 32 14.0% 21.1%

Farm/ Agrotourism 22 9.6% 14.5%

Self-catering home 17 7.5% 11.2%

Not applicable 16 7.0% 10.5%

House or Apartment with Catering 15 6.6% 9.9%

Caravan or camping 9 3.9% 5.9%

Rooms from a private person 9 3.9% 5.9%

Hotel 7 3.1% 4.6%

Boat 3 1.3% 2.0%

Visiting friends 1 0.4% 0.7%

Total (n=228) 100% (n=152)
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Types of transport used Frequency Percent of 
responses

Percent of 
respondents

Own vehicle 99 48.8% 65.1%

Public transport 59 29.1% 38.8%

Rented vehicle 30 14.8% 19.7%

Bicycle 8 3.9% 5.3%

Organized vehicle 3 1.5% 2.0%

Wheelchair accessible vehicle 3 1.5% 2.0%

on foot 1 0.5% 0.7%

Total (n=203) 100% (n=152)
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Other key findings from the User Survey include: 

Time of year:

• 67% of visitors prefer to make trips in summer and spring 

• 60% prefer to travel in the low season and at weekends

• 20% enjoy travelling to festivals and events

• Only 15% prefer travelling in high season

Travel arrangements

• 44% get personal travel recommendations (from friends) 

• 44% use media (internet, magazines, social media) for information on where to go

• 14.7% ask a travel agency or other professional for travel information

• 61% make their own travel arrangements 

• 37% sometimes get help from others with travel arrangements 

Length of trips

• 54% travel for 1-3 night trips

• 39% stay 4 or more nights

• 7% take day trips.
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3.3. Accessibility services required by visitors 

Needed or Used the following Frequency Percent of 
responses

Percent of 
respondents

Bathroom with roll-in shower 58 26.7% 38.2%

Personal assistance 37 17.1% 24.3%

None of the above 36 16.6% 23.7%

Sign language 31 14.3% 20.4%

Temporary ramp 30 13.8% 19.7%

Hire of special equipment 19 8.8% 12.5%

Information in Braille tactile or large-print 4 1.8% 2.6%

Room to store the harness tie bar to prepare the 
horse pasture to install a paddock

1 0.5% 0.7%

Wheel chair 1 0.5% 0.7%

Total (n=217) 100% (n=152)
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3.4. Overall satisfaction with service on last trip to a NRA

Rate overall satisfaction with accessibility  
of the service on last trip Frequency Percent

1 Bad 1 0.7

2 Poor 8 5.3

3 Neutral 42 27.6

4 Good 58 38.2

5 Very Good 43 28.3

Total 152 100.0

3.5. Is there anything that could have been better on your last 
trip?

Frequency Percent

Valid 83 54.6

Accessibility 1 0.7

transport for the disabled 1 0.7

- 1 0.7

access 2 1.3

Access to toilets for the disabled 1 0.7
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Assistance on trip by (international) railway was unreliable. 1 0.7

Availability of places for autistic people, we are not welcome everywhere 1 0.7

available toilet 1 0.7

because of my health problems a trip of 2 or 2.30 hours is very difficult to 
do alone .if there was the chance for a public transport, I would do so

1 0.7

Been able to visit only if access there and toilet facilities 1 0.7

Better access to the seaside 1 0.7

better adjustment of accommodation in the countryside to the disabled 1 0.7

Better infrastructure suitable for wheelchair transport 1 0.7

bigger, more accessible bathroom, wider doors,  more even footpath 1 0.7

Certainly, „equipment” will double the possibility of enjoying travel, 
especially in pristine and rural areas.

1 0.7

easier access to mobility scooters to hire 1 0.7

Everything: transport, accommodation, leisure, etc. 1 0.7

Everywhere there should be a sign interpreter - bus station, central 
station, airport, etc.

1 0.7

Food 1 0.7

Gesture translation of multiple information about the objects. 1 0.7

high relay maps 1 0.7

it can always be better 1 0.7

Less stairs are architecturally accessible 1 0.7

Let there be more variety 1 0.7

meteorological conditions 1 0.7

More access to local restaurants and pubs. Most were inaccessible for 
a wheelchair

1 0.7

More days of hiking if there were more structures able to accommodate 
riders and horses

1 0.7

More lifts 1 0.7

Must have technological access information (Bulgarian Sign Language or 
International Gesture)

1 0.7

None 21 13,9

Objects adapted for disabled people in wheelchairs 1 0.7

No ramps for the disabled 3 2.

Waste bins full, not enough 3 2.0

Person to help me 1 0.7

Shower facilities. There was not even a single grip bar grip bar. 1 0.7
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Steps at spa pools - better if they were ramps 1 0.7

That it was fully accessible 1 0.7

That the information received by the accommodation conforms to reality, 
and not that they say that there is no problem and then steps or some 
other type of barrier appear

1 0.7

There is a difference between reality and condition which are promised by 
information

1 0.7

There is a lack of communication between the hearing and the deaf. I need 
sign language translation or video chat access.

1 0.7

Timing of wheelchair accessible taxis 1 0.7

To have full access for information 1 0.7

Wheelchair accessibility should be better 1 0.7

Yes 1 0.7

Total 152 100.0

3.6. Comments by visitors on accessibility of Nature and Rural 
Tourism

Not enough beds available (stairs, toilets)

For people in a wheelchair, these are natural limitations, because can the entire space be adapted ?!

Generally, very well received and supervised

Good condition of roads and no curbs at crossings. Removal of posts in the middle of sidewalks

Humans need to be familiar with the nature and effects of tourism around their lives. These manifestations can 
be urban or rural. For me, as a physical or physical disability, wherever the necessary facilities and conditions 
are available for the use of leisure and tourism facilities, myself and my family will be able to enjoy and enjoy 
travel. I hope that with the rise of public culture in different communities, we will see the creation of the 
necessary facilities and conditions for the disabled so that these people can enjoy all kinds of travel without 
discrimination.

I have indicated personal assistance as my partner cannot join an organised trip. He is disabled.

I have the impression that overall accessibility has greatly improved in the last ten years.

I tend to avoid many rural areas, due to lack of accessibility. Or fear of the unknown, to be honest.

I want to go to many places but I cannot go alone. I don’t have the capability to do so. If there were more 
organised excursions it would be nice and in prices that everybody could go on one day excursions

Improve the surroundings

It is helpful if any disabled person was involved when the offer was created.

Lack of signs and adequate marking in many places

My guide went the extra mile to find accessible places of interest
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no elevator in the 1-story house for people with walking difficulties

No roads, and it is possible to drive as close as possible to the place of accommodation

Parking space, lifts

Put yourself in my place

Regulation of guide dogs in protected areas and greater disclosure of the topic to the sector

Room has to have easy access, with a lift.

Rural places aren’t accessible well enough for wheelchair-users

Sign language advertising!

Sign language information must be available.

Sign language translation is missing

The buses must have the ramp for people with disabilities and have it ready any time.  
More beach ramps for people to have the possibility to swim easily.

There should be more financial or free allowances for the disabled

There should be video information on sign language on the Internet

Travelling to rural areas quite often is difficult because of accessibility issues. There isn’t enough information 
what does accessibility means and how to provide it. Especially the problem is to find out what is the level  
of accessibility through phone or Internet communications.

We had everything we needed

Wheelchair access to most all sites requires planning in advance to ensure most benefit can be had from  
the visit.  On occasions this means some sites are eliminated before I start

3.7.  Business Survey

A second online survey was developed and distributed to tourism SMEs operating in 
natural and rural areas in order to identify the major challenges that they face in improving 
accessibility of their products and services. 

There were 161 valid responses to the Business survey. 

Country Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 
Percent

Belgium 2 1.2 1.2 1.2

Bulgaria 16 9.9 9.9 11.2

Canada 1 .6 .6 11.8

Cyprus 14 8.7 8.7 20.5

France 2 1.2 1.2 21.7

Germany 1 .6 .6 22.4
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Greece 1 .6 .6 23.0

Indonesia 1 .6 .6 23.6

Israel 1 .6 .6 24.2

Italy 21 13.0 13.0 37.3

Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia 1 .6 .6 37.9

Nepal 2 1.2 1.2 39.1

Netherlands 1 .6 .6 39.8

Poland 8 5.0 5.0 44.7

Portugal 3 1.9 1.9 46.6

Romania 2 1.2 1.2 47.8

Slovakia 1 .6 .6 48.4

Slovenia 2 1.2 1.2 49.7

South Africa 1 .6 .6 50.3

Spain 80 49.7 49.7 100.0

Total 161 100.0 100.0

For the names of individual regions, please consult the Business Survey Statistical Tables  
and Charts, Annex 2. 

Tourist activities offered Frequency Percent of 
responses

Percent of 
respondents

Local food and drink, wine, gastronomy 129 14.5% 80.1%

Archaeological, historical, heritage sites 112 12.6% 69.6%

Birdwatching, wildlife & flora 87 9.8% 54.0%

Music festivals / cultural events 86 9.7% 53.4%

Beach and waterfront  (sea, lake, river) 77 8.7% 47.8%

Summer sports 76 8.6% 47.2%

Agrotourism (farm stays) 74 8.3% 46.0%

Spa, wellness, health, exercise 67 7.5% 41.6%

Religious tourism 50 5.6% 31.1%

Winter sports 48 5.4% 29.8%

Meetings or conferences 46 5.2% 28.6%

Education 36 4.1% 22.4%

Total (n=888) 100% (n=161)
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Periods of year with most visitors Frequency Percent of 
responses

Percent of 
respondents

Mainly in Summer 101 29.2% 63.1%

At weekends 72 20.8% 45.0%

Mainly in Springtime 48 13.9% 30.0%

All year round 46 13.3% 28.7%

Mainly in Autumn 39 11.3% 24.4%

For specific local events 29 8.4% 18.1%

Mainly in Winter 11 3.2% 6.9%

Total (n=346) 100% (n=161)
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Length of stay 
Visitors typically staying  half-day visit or less

Frequency Percent

None 69 49.6

Few 36 25.9

Many 26 18.7

Most 8 5.8

Total 139 100

Missing 22

 

Annual turnover of your business in 2019, 
approximately Frequency Percent

Under 15,000 EURO 23 15.6

From 15,001 to 40,000 EURO 28 19.0

From 40,001 to 100,000 EURO 24 16.3

More than 100,000 EURO 39 26.5

Prefer not to answer 33 22.4

Total 147 100.0

Missing 14

Total 161
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People who were employed in your business 
in 2019 Frequency Percent

1 to 2 persons 70 47.9

3 to 10 persons 48 32.9

11 to 40 persons 13 8.9

More than 40 persons 4 2.7

Prefer not to answer 11 7.5

Total 146 100

Missing 15

Total 161

Customer target group Frequency Percent

All visitors, including visitors with disabilities or specific 
access requirements

91 56.5

Mainly visitors with disabilities or specific access 
requirements

7 4.3

Visitors without disabilities or specific access 
requirements

63 39.1

Total 161 100
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Types of accessible services provided for people 
with disabilities Frequency Percent of 

responses
Percent of 

respondents

Accommodation (hotel, guest house, apartment) 15 13.9% 65.2%

Food and drink 13 12.0% 56.5%

Tourist information 11 10.2% 47.8%

Nature trail / walking tours 8 7.4% 34.8%

Sports, leisure, recreational activities 8 7.4% 34.8%

Tourist Guide 6 5.6% 26.1%

Transportation (taxi/van transfers, coach tours) 6 5.6% 26.1%

Travel agency / booking assistance 6 5.6% 26.1%

Heritage site 5 4.6% 21.7%

Museum, gallery 5 4.6% 21.7%

Entertainment (theatre, cinema, concert venue) 4 3.7% 17.4%

Equipment hire 4 3.7% 17.4%

Nature park /zoo 4 3.7% 17.4%

Boats / boating  / kayak / water sports 3 2.8% 13.0%

Car and van hire 3 2.8% 13.0%

Personal assistance 3 2.8% 13.0%

Information services 1 0.9% 4.3%

Religious tourism 1 0.9% 4.3%

Retail shopping 1 0.9% 4.3%

Shopping 1 0.9% 4.3%

(n=108) 100% (n=23)
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Comment: Accessible accommodation and food are relatively well covered in the sample. 
Businesses should be encouraged to focus (more) on services and activities in the local area. 

Accessible support services provided Frequency Percent of 
responses

Percent of 
respondents

Assistance when making reservations 13 22% 59%

Tourist information on accessible offers/attractions 13 22% 59%

Personal assistance 9 15% 41%

Accessible transportation/transfers 8 13% 36%

Information about external services (e.g. medical support 8 13% 36%

Staff trained in disability awareness and customer service 6 10% 27%

Staff who know the national sign language 3 5% 14%

(n=60) 100% (n=22)
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Provision of personal assistance Frequency Percent of 
responses

Percent of 
respondents

We have no arrangements for personal assistance 13 46.4% 56.5%

Personal assistance is provided by our staff 12 42.9% 52.2%

Personal assistance is provided by a private supplier 3 10.7% 13.0%

(n=28) 100% (n=23)
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Reasons for providing accessible services Frequency Percent of 
responses

Percent of 
respondents

Social responsibility 14 32.6% 60.9%

Corporate policy 8 18.6% 34.8%

Customer demand 8 18.6% 34.8%

Brand identity 5 11.6% 21.7%

Business benefits - increased profits 3 7.0% 13.0%

Legal requirements 3 7.0% 13.0%

Required by business partners or suppliers 1 2.3% 4.3%

Support from public authorities (e.g. tax incentives 1 2.3% 4.3%

(n=43) 100% (n=23)

Comment: Clearly the social responsibility of the provider is viewed as an important  
competitive advantage and should be emphasised in marketing and publicity activities.  
Social responsibility and brand identity can be built here together as a basis for becoming 
a sustainable business. 



Contents of this document are entirely produced by the ACCESS-IT  
project and reflect only the authors’ views. Therefore, the EACEA  

and European Commission have no responsibilities for them. 

42

Barriers to providing accessible 
services Frequency Percent of 

responses Percent of respondents

Access improvements require high 
investment cost

102 30.1% 64.2%

Our existing buildings or facilities are/were 
not accessible for some target groups

73 21.5% 45.9%

Lack of information about access 
requirements

37 10.9% 23.3%

Lack of business partners or suppliers with 
„accessible” services

35 10.3% 22.0%

Lack of access to training for our current 
managers and staff

26 7.7% 16.4%

Lack of time to make changes 17 5.0% 10.7%

Legal barriers 11 3.2% 6.9%

Possible negative attitudes of other 
customers

10 2.9% 6.3%

Lack of trained managers and staff 9 2.7% 5.7%

Marketing barriers 8 2.4% 5.0%

Negative attitudes of staff 6 1.8% 3.8%

Lack of technical expertise on accessibility 4 1.2% 2.5%

Very small hostel without space for 
adaptations

1 0.3% 0.6%

Total (n=339) 100% (n=159)
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Pricing arrangements for accessible services Frequency Percent

Accessible services are included in regular pricing 18 78.3

Arrangements and pricing vary according to type of 
service

4 17.4

Accessible services are charged as „extras” 1 4.3

Total (valid) 23 100

Missing 138

Total 161
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Accessible Tourism as a strategic factor Frequency Percent

0 Not important 1 4.3

2 1 4.3

3 8 34.8

4 6 26.1

5 Very important 7 30.4

Total (valid) 23 100.0

Missing 138

Total 161
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Benefit for your tourism income Frequency Percent

0 No benefit 5 3.6

1 18 13.1

2 29 21.1

3 53 38.4

4 21 15.2

5 High benefit 12 8.7

Total (valid) 138 100.0

Missing 23

Total 161

Most difficult barriers to accessible tourism Frequency Percent of 
responses

Percent of 
respondents

Access improvements require high investment costs 86 30.1% 62.8%

Our existing buildings or facilities are/were not accessible 
for some target groups

65 22.7% 47.4%

Lack of information about access requirements 34 11.9% 24.8%

Lack of business partners or suppliers with „accessible” 
services

27 9.4% 19.7%

Lack of access to training for our current managers and staff 23 8.0% 16.8%

Lack of time to make changes 16 5.6% 11.7%

Legal barriers 9 3.1% 6.6%

Possible negative attitudes of other customers 8 2.8% 5.8%
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Lack of trained managers and staff 7 2.4% 5.1%

Marketing barriers 5 1.7% 3.6%

Negative attitudes of staff 5 1.7% 3.6%

Very small hostel without space for adaptations 1 0.3% 0.7%

(n=286) 100% (n=137)

Reasons that encourage provision of accessible 
services Frequency Percent of 

responses
Percent of 

respondents

Higher number of visitors 80 23.3% 57.6%

More out-of-season visits 75 21.9% 54.0%

Repeat visits 65 19.0% 46.8%

More family/group visits 51 14.9% 36.7%

Visitors stay longer than the average tourists 40 11.7% 28.8%

Visitors spend more than the average tourists 32 9.3% 23.0%

(n=343) 100% (n=139)
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Accessible services you might consider Frequency Percent of 
responses

Percent of 
respondents

Accessible buildings/facilities 89 21.2% 66.4%

Wheelchair accessible transportation 59 14.1% 44.0%

Information about local accessible offers/places 55 13.1% 41.0%

Staff training in disability awareness and customer service 46 11.0% 34.3%

Information about local medical services 38 9.1% 28.4%

Personal assistance 30 7.2% 22.4%

Special diet meals 29 6.9% 21.6%

Equipment hire/loan (technical aids) 28 6.7% 20.9%

Booking assistance 25 6.0% 18.7%

Staff who know the sign language used in your country 16 3.8% 11.9%

None of the above 4 1.0% 3.0%

(n=419) 100% (n=134)

Accessible services that are “low cost” can be easy wins for small businesses, giving a good 
return on investment.  Such items include Information about local medical services, personal 
assistance, Special diet meals, Equipment hire/loan, booking assistance and staff who know  
the national sign language (as listed above). 
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3.8. Stakeholder Round Tables

The results of the User Survey and Business Survey were used to develop an Interview Guide 
(Annex 5), which was used to structure discussions with a wide range of project stakeholders, 
including owners/managers of tourism enterprises, destination management organisations, 
disability and accessibility organisations, tourism experts, researchers, educational 
professionals, public sector tourism officials and advocacy groups in natural and rural areas.

Six Round Table meetings were organised by the partners (5 by Webinar and 1 face-to-face), 
involving 61 persons from the tourism sector. 

The Round Table reports are contained in a consolidated report, presented in Annex 6. 

A selection of some key results appears in Section 4, below. 

Material from the six Round Table reports will be used to guide the development of 
Intellectual Outputs the next phases of the project. 

Figure 3. Image from Round Table webinar with stakeholders in Poland

https://tinyurl.com/all-round-t-reports
https://tinyurl.com/Round-tables-interview-guide


ACCESS-IT: Innovation for Accessible Tourism in Natural and Rural Areas 
Contract No: 2019-1-PL01-KA202-065140

49

Figure 4. Image from Round Table meeting with stakeholders in Spain



Contents of this document are entirely produced by the ACCESS-IT  
project and reflect only the authors’ views. Therefore, the EACEA  

and European Commission have no responsibilities for them. 

50

4. Accessible Tourism Training for SMEs and 
Students of Tourism Management 

From the desk research, online surveys and round table interviews, the following “themes”  
are identified as being central to the development of training content which will provide 
relevant knowledge and skills to trainees in the tourism and hospitality sector regarding NRAs. 

It is proposed that these themes may also be used to guide the selection of “good practices” 
for use in subsequent Intellectual Outputs and to design the overall “training path” with  
an appropriate structure for Managers and Front-line staff. 

1. Accessibility barriers in NRAs 

a. The starting point for making tourism accessible for all lies in identifying accessibility 
barriers faced by tourists in NRAs. It is important to understand that the experience 
of disability arises from the interaction between a person’s health, bodily condition  
or functional impairment, within a given environment. The degree of support that 
is offered by the person’s environment, (including its physical, social and service 
components), is crucial in determining the level of disability a person will experience. 
When planning and implementing access improvements in built or natural 
environments, operators should focus on removing those barriers that prevent or 
hinder full and independent participation of visitors. 

b. Tourism operators should consider how to create equal opportunities for all visitors 
by providing environments, products and services that meet the access needs  
of the widest range of users, following a Universal Design (UD) approach. It is essential 
for tourism providers to have appropriate training in this area of knowledge and  
to apply it in practice.  

c. With appropriate training, (and with professional assistance where necessary) tourism 
operators can plan, modify and improve their facilities and service design,  
thus overcoming access barriers which would otherwise hinder visitors’ participation 
in rural tourism. 

2. Accessibility across the whole visitor journey 

a. The typical “Visitor Journey” consists of 7 stages. These are: browsing, booking, travel 
(transportation), accommodation, enjoying activities at the venue, the return journey 
and recollecting and sharing the experience. 

b. All aspects of the journey and interactions with the service provider at each stage 
(information, infrastructure, transport modes and services) must be designed 
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according to the UD approach, in order to ensure a journey which is as accessible and 
“seamless” as possible. 

3. Accessibility across the whole tourism value chain

a. Priorities for tourism policies and planning: accessibility, attitude to nature, 
preservation of natural, cultural and territorial heritage and resources, cooperation 
with the local communities. Tourism should be developed in a sustainable and 
responsible way and be accessible for all.

b. At the destination, tourism operators in all parts of the value chain should aim 
to ensure accessibility and inclusive services for ALL visitors, including those with 
disabilities, older persons, families with small children and others. 

c. Operators should be encouraged to cooperate with each other to provide accessible 
itineraries, packages and offers that give a complete service e.g. accessible 
accommodation, wheelchair accessible taxi or mini-van transport, accessible 
restaurants/gastronomy, farm holidays, local craft shops, cycling holidays, food 
producers, museums, nature trails etc. all need to play their role.   

d. National Tourist organisations (NTOs) and Destination Management Organisations 
(DMOs) can provide guidance and support, based on proven good practices in 
this area. It is vital to support cooperation between operators and to encourage 
accessible tourism training for operators and students.  

e. Local organisations of people with disabilities can be engaged in developing and 
trialling new activities, such as a volunteer “Greeter Service”. For example: assistance 
for deaf visitors by local deaf people. 

f. “Personal Assistance Services” for visitors who need additional support can be 
organised at the local level. This may be a volunteer-based service or paid service, 
depending on the visitor’s needs and local conditions.    

4. Accessible Tourism can be a profitable business, when planned and executed properly 

a. Improving accessibility of tourism can bring financial benefits to destinations and 
business. 15% of the world’s population lives with some form of disability or health 
condition. It means that – potentially – that 15% of tourists/ travellers worldwide  
– plus their family members and friends, need accessible venues and services in order 
to travel together. When older citizens are added to this number, the market size rises 
to almost 30%.

b. Tourism businesses should not underestimate the value of this market; it is a mistake  
to consider this as a small market niche.
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c. Travellers over the age of 50, many of whom have some specific access or health-
related requirements, account for over 50% of tourism spending worldwide. 
Older tourists travel more often than the average tourist and spend longer at 
the destination. Also, they travel throughout the year and typically enjoy culture 
and nature tourism. With the growing ageing population, this makes them a very 
attractive target group for tourism providers in NRAs. 

5. Accessible Tourism marketing in NRAs

a. Marketing accessible destinations in NRAs is an essential part of the effort to 
welcome more visitors. Good practice examples from rural destinations should be 
used as “models” for those who are starting off on this path. 

b. Diversifying the local tourism products should be encouraged, aiming to spread 
tourists to more areas in a region and with more varied activities. This may require 
engagement with additional stakeholders in the community, e.g. local historical 
societies, farmers and landowners, local markets, organisers of seasonal events and 
celebrations, cultural and educational institutions and so on, to develop new tourism 
products and offers. 

c. Social media plays a very large role in tourism marketing. Destinations in NRAs  
should make use of images and videos (Instagram, Pinterest, YouTube, Vimeo…etc.) 
to publicise their offers and activities, also showing people with disabilities and older 
people enjoying visits in the area. Encouraging accessibility reviews on “mainstream” 
websites such as Trip Advisor and inviting travel Bloggers and Video bloggers  
(Vloggers) to the area, to give a first-hand account of their trip.

6. Accessibility in business culture and management

In general, it is proposed that “normal” services that have a certain degree of adaptation 
should be preferred. This is the best, non-discriminatory option. Most participants  
in the Round Tables expressed the view that accessible services would not be classed as 
“extra” in most cases but where some special services are required this may entail additional 
costs for the visitor.  

The following comments arose from the discussions with stakeholder interviews:   

a. All tourism services should be designed to be used by all people, and when tourists 
have some specific access requirements, the given service should be adapted to 
these specific needs. It is not a good way to create some specialised tourism services 
for people with disabilities, as it would exclude these people from the other groups 
of travellers. The goal should be to provide independent access and the maximum 
choice for tourists with disabilities, just as for other non-disabled visitors. 
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b. It is the time to finally make tourism accessible for all. It is an important step 
towards sustainability of tourism destinations. Thinking about tourism impact,  
we should not only consider its environmental and social footprint on hosting regions 
and communities. We should also think of its impact on tourists – that all tourists, 
regardless of their ability or disability, can take part in all (or almost all) tourist 
activities.

c. Accessible tourism can be viewed as a strategic framework for tourism 
development and where NTOs and DMOs have given support there tends to be 
a higher degree of success for SMEs. However, in Bulgaria, where there is no such 
framework, there is an opinion among some stakeholders that lack of a clear policy 
from government and local authorities would not be a barrier to providing accessible 
tourism services by enterprises. If an owner or manager of a tourism business 
knows the specific requirements visitors with disabilities have, and if he/she has 
a personal attitude to them, he/she will still adapt the facility or service to meet these 
requirements, and probably develop the company’s policy in this regard, despite the 
lack of clear policy from the authorities. “Bottom-up initiatives and improvements 
always work better”, it was said.

d. The cost of accessibility improvements is not necessarily a barrier for businesses. 
Many improvements have little or no additional cost and can be managed through 
maintenance budgets or within general capital investments. Guidance on planning 
accessibility measures as part of maintenance and capital expenditure planning  
is required. 

e. Businesses can benefit from having a good reputation for Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) that comes from addressing the needs of marginalised groups 
of visitors such as persons with disabilities. Having an inclusive policy attracts more 
visitors and brings attention to the business within the local community and further 
afield, when this is used in the company’s marketing strategy. 

f. “Improved staff morale” and “improved customer satisfaction” are some of 
the most important benefits of implementing accessible tourism in the enterprise, 
because these effects help to sustain adherence to the socially responsible practices 
(including the provision of accessible services).

7. COVID-19 Impact and response

a. The COVID-19 pandemic has affected all kinds of tourism in all areas. Incoming 
tourists from abroad have almost disappeared from many countries and regions, due 
to the closure of borders and confinement of international travel. 

b. However, domestic tourists have started looking for travel opportunities in rural 
areas, giving preference to small family hotels, guest houses and lodges. This trend, 
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which was quite pronounced in Italy, mentioned in the GAL Molise Round Table 
report, may be explained by the increasing demand for privacy and reduced contact 
with large crowds in the situation of the pandemic. Hence, tourism service providers 
in natural and rural areas are hosting small tourist groups mainly for weekends. 

c. Tourists with access requirements have also favoured natural, mountain areas 
and rural areas. Despite the constraints of the pandemic, it is the right time for 
small tourism enterprises to re-think their offers, to make them more diverse and 
accessible.

d. Operators and destinations in NRAs should consider ways to encourage and develop 
this trend, highlighting the health and safety aspects of accessible tourism and 
benefiting local communities, always with appropriate safeguards. There is no 
contradiction between “accessibility for all” and safety. Successful practices in this 
area can give timely inspiration to operators and students and can be highlighted 
in the VET curriculum. Examples of innovation and good practice are required for 
training and development of new strategies meeting new market demands. 

4.1. Core competencies and subjects  
(Managers and Front-line staff)

From the desk research and review of survey results and round tables, the ACCESS-IT partners 
have identified a number of requirements for the content of training on accessibility in NRAs. 

The course would be designed to meet the requirements of learners in Continuing VET. 
This group includes owners, managers and staff of tourism enterprises, as well as aspiring 
entrepreneurs and future employees in the tourism sector.

These courses would correspond to European Qualifications Framework (EQF) Level 5, Higher 
Education.

Drawing on previous research studies, the training experiences of ENAT, Eurogites, Molise and 
other partners, as well as the ACCESS-IT surveys and Round Table interviews, the following 
table has been developed, indicating the key subject areas for accessibility training in NRAs  
for professionals and students. 
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Table 1 Accessible Tourism Training: proposed subject areas and learning outcomes 

Subject Area Learning outcomes

1. Introduction to 
Accessible Tourism

Knowledge of: 
• The concept of Tourism for All  

Background: accessible tourism supply and demand 
Stakeholders and target groups  

• Tourism policies and legislative framework at European and national levels.
• The concepts of Design for All and Universal Design
• Accessibility and Sustainable Development
• Health and safety of visitors and staff
• Inclusion and disability mainstreaming in tourism. 
• Accessible Tourism business case

2. Tourists with specific 
access requirements

Knowledge of: 
• Tourists’ access requirements; diversity, inclusion - (including people with 

various types of disabilities, seniors, families with small children and others).
• Types of disabilities that trigger specific access requirements
• Communicating with customers 

3. Design of accessible 
facilities and services in 
NRAs 

Knowledge of: 
• Accessibility policy for businesses  
• Identifying access barriers 
• Overcoming barriers and unforeseen situations   
• Adapting existing services and facilities. 
• Identifying local accessibility resources, capacity building
• Personal assistance 
• Role of local tourist guides and volunteers
• Accessible transportation
• Accessibility standards and guidelines 

4. Accessibility auditing 
of tourist environments 
and services

Knowledge of: 
• How to perform access audits, development of an accessibility plan
• Tools and methods for collecting information along the entire “accessibility 

chain” (physical access of the built environment, service design and customer 
support, information and ICT, transportation) 

5. Accessibility 
information and 
marketing 

Knowledge of: 
• How to analyse accessibility data and deliver structured information, which is 

accurate, reliable and objective. 
• Communicating the analysed information to the customers through different 

channels (social media, internet, phone, advertising, publications). 
6. Developing  accessible 
tourism businesses and 
destinations

Knowledge of: 
• How to identify and interpret “examples of good practice” in different parts 

of the tourism chain. 
• Business support networks
• Working with stakeholders 
• Destination management tools, networking and marketing 
• Developing accessibility action plans 
• Organisation and training for personal assistance and local support services 
• Funding and investment possibilities for accessible tourism 
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5. Resources for accessible tourism training and 
product development 

5.1. ACCESS-IT project resources (database)

The ACCESS-IT team has identified a number of “key resources” in the area of accessible  
tourism in natural and rural areas. 

These resources are too numerous to be listed here in full but can be consulted in an online 
Google Spreadsheet at the ACCESS-IT shared Drive.

The link has been shortened: https://tinyurl.com/y53p2vkz

The Google spreadsheet is composed of the following sheets: 

1. Overview

2. Websites    about 70 entries

3. Projects    about 40 entries

4. Reference documents  about 70 entries

5. Videos / Digital assets  about 30 entries 

Numbers of entries shown are approximate, as new resources are being added continuously  
by project partners during the project lifetime. 

All entries are connected to URLs and have title, short description, year of entry/collection/
publication, Country, type of organisation (where appropriate) and an indication of which 
project partner recorded the resource. 

These resources, which have been verified by ENAT, constitute a rich source of information  
for development of Accessible Tourism training materials and good practice examples for use 
in the next stages of the project. 
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5.2. Accessible Tourism Training projects and related initiatives

The Access-IT project relies on complementarities and synergies with other projects in the 
field of accessible tourism, carried out by the members of our consortium and other partners. 

The following examples include VET projects and initiatives targeting product development 
and marketing tools for tourism SMEs. 

1. T-Guide – Tourist Guides for Intellectually Disabled in Europe (LdV, 2012-2015, SAN  
& ENAT). It produced resources for training tourist guides in guiding people with learning  
difficulties or other intellectual impairments. www.t-guide.eu ACCESS-IT focuses on 
a wider range of persons, with various access requirements.  

2. AccessAngels – Guardian Angels of Accessible Travelers in Rural Areas (2016-1-PL01-
KA202- 026504, ENAT). This project developed an Operations Manual for the 
AccessAngels service in rural areas and a curriculum for training youth volunteers to serve 
people with access needs. Access-IT focused on tourism SMEs in NRAs, and aimed to 
support their owners and managers in developing new accessible tourism offers.  
https://www.accessibletourism.org/?i=enat.en.enat_projects_and_good_practices.1994 

3. P.A.S.T.4Future – Promoting Accessible and Sustainable Tourism for Future (P.A.2/S.O.2.1 
– N. 176, GAL MOLISE). This project aims to establish a Cross-border Network and 
Destination Management Organization for Accessible & Sustainable Tourism (Italy, Albania 
and Montenegro). Access-IT will seek synergies with this project and provide educational 
resources and tools, which destination managers could use to support entrepreneurs in 
adjusting their tourist offers to the needs of people with specific access requirements.  
https://past4future.italy-albania-montenegro.eu/ 

4. ELEVATOR. Co-funded by the Erasmus+ programme of the European Union 
The ELEVATOR project focuses on adult education and business development (business 
competencies) in the field of accessible tourism for all. The name of the project „Elevator“ 
represents the effort to raise the quality of human resources and services in tourism to 
a higher, more competitive level. https://www.accessibletourism.org/elevator 

5. European Greenways. https://www.aevv-egwa.org/greenways/ 

“Greenways are communication routes reserved exclusively for non-motorised journeys, 
developed in an integrated manner which enhances both the environment and quality of 
life of the surrounding area. These routes should meet satisfactory standards of width, 
gradient, and surface condition to ensure that they are both user-friendly and low -risk 
for users of all abilities. In this respect, canal towpaths and disused railway lines are 
a highly suitable resource for the development of greenways.” 

Lille Declaration, 12 September 2000. 
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A recent project, co-funded by the EU COSME programme, “Greenways Heritage”,  
combines the Greenways and UNESCO Heritage Sites with 15 routes defined as “tourist 
packages” in 9 European countries. This gives many insights into how to design and 
market accessible tourism in rural areas, based on the Greenways concept for active, 
environmentally sustainable holidays.   
https://www.aevv-egwa.org/download/greenways_heritage/publications/GWH-Products-
TUVI-web.pdf

6. Accessible Tourism on European Greenways 

European examples of specific actions aimed at promoting inclusive leisure through 
Greenways, demonstrating that Tourism for All is an important business opportunity 
and a new source of green employment in the areas served by these accessible routes. 
Greenways, like very few other spaces, enable everyone to reach the most fascinating 
corners of our natural environment, easily and comfortably, something which otherwise 
would be impossible for persons of reduced mobility or suffering from other disabilities. 
Greenways are characterized by being among the few nature routes which are accessible 
to people with different levels of mobility, (older people, pregnant women, young 
children, people with disabilities…), being constructed on disused railway lines, canal 
towpaths and other predominantly level routes, with slopes up to 3%.   
https://www.aevv-egwa.org/projects/greenways-outdoor/
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5.3. Marketing strategies: developing local partnerships

In rural or coastal areas, one place on its own may not be enough to attract many visitors but 
being part of a trail offers a marketing opportunity. 

One such initiative is the Irish Tourist Board’s promotion of the “Wild Atlantic Way”  
www.wildatlanticway.com/home. This is marketed as a single route but is dependent on  
many different stakeholders contributing to a joined up and seamless experience.  
Tourists are not interested in administrative boundaries!  

Another example is “The Wales Way” www.visitwales.com/inspire-me/wales-way   

The strategy can be found at https://businesswales.gov.wales/tourism/sites/tourism/files/
documents/TheWalesWay_Handbook_EN_Web.pdf 

Both these are examples of partnership working and marketing, however, they both need the 
overlay of “accessibility” woven into them.  On page 30 of the Welsh document reference 
is made to Accessibility, encouraging the promotion of local Accessibility Guides. Otherwise 
there is no specific information (or strategy) targeting persons with disabilities – which could 
be regarded as a “wasted opportunity”. 

Accessible Tourism marketing also links strongly to tourism offers for “Wellbeing” holidays, 
Health and Spa Tourism. Some rural tourism destinations are becoming aware of this market. 

Infrastructure planning is of course essential. For example, the movement “Paths for All” in 
the UK emphasises Walking for Health and the importance of creating “safe and accessible 
paths”. Their webpage: https://www.pathsforall.org.uk/community-paths provides a contact 
point to a “Community Paths Team” which supports community organisations, community 
groups and access professionals improving local paths throughout Scotland.

Additional initiatives are referenced in the Section 6 of this report. 
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basic mainstreaming framework for ensuring that people with disabilities have access to the physical 
environment, the transportation system, information and communications channels, as well as to 
a wide range of public facilities and services. 
The Recommendations incorporate the most relevant aspects of the UN Convention on the Rights 
of People with Disabilities of 2006 and the principles of Universal Design. 
In the context of a trilateral agreement between UNWTO, ONCE and ENAT, the recommendations 
were adopted by UNWTO General Assembly Resolution A/RES/637(XX) of August 2013, updating 
the 2005 UNWTO Recommendations. 
https://www.unwto.org/accessibility

UNWTO, 2014-2015.  Manuals on Accessible Tourism for All: Principles, Tools and Best Practices.

Manual I. Public-Private Partnerships and Good Practices  
https://webunwto.s3.eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2020-04/moduleieng13022017.pdf

Module II. Accessible Tourism Chain  
https://webunwto.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/2019-08/150520manualturismoaccesiblemodu
loiiweboptacc_compressed.pdf

Module III. Principal Intervention Areas 
https://webunwto.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/2019-08/150526turismoaccesiblemoduloiiiweb
acc.pdf

Module IV. Indicators for Assessing Accessibility in Tourism (Spanish language only) 
https://webunwto.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/2019-08/150616turaccsmodulo4webacc.pdf 

Manual V. Good Practices of Accessible Tourism for All  
https://webunwto.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/2019-08/modulev13022017.pdf

UNWTO, 2016 Brochure “Accessible Tourism for All: An Opportunity within Our Reach” Features the 
major highlights of the Manual on Accessible Tourism for All produced with the ONCE Foundation 
and ENAT for UN World Tourism Day, 2016, which was dedicated to the theme of Accessible Tourism 
for All. It is aimed at making tourism stakeholders familiar with the content of the five modules of 
the Manual in a reader-friendly and summarised form. 
https://webunwto.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/2019-08/turismoaccesiblewebenok.pdf
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UNWTO, 2020. One Planet Vision for a Responsible Recovery of the Tourism Sector.  

The One Planet Sustainable Tourism Programme aims to enhance the sustainable development 
impacts of the tourism sector by 2030 by developing, promoting and scaling up sustainable 
consumption and production practices that boost the efficient use of natural resources, while 
producing less waste and addressing the challenges of climate change and biodiversity. The One 
Planet Sustainable Tourism Programme is led by UNWTO, with the governments of France and Spain 
as co-leads and in collaboration with UNEP. 
https://webunwto.s3.eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2020-06/one-planet-vision-
responsible-recovery-of-the-tourism-sector.pdf

UNWTO, 2020. “Reopening Tourism for Travellers with Disabilities”. This guideline, produced in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic, indicates how destinations and companies can take practical 
steps to combat the spread of the virus, without compromising the specific needs of persons with 
disabilities, those with specific access requirements and seniors, in particular.
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7. Annex 1. User Survey: Statistical Tables and Charts

See linked document: https://tinyurl.com/IO1-User-survey 

8. Annex 2. Business Survey: Statistical Tables and Charts

See linked document: https://tinyurl.com/IO1-Business-survey 

9. Annex 3. User survey (English version)

See linked document: https://tinyurl.com/user-survey-questionnaire

10. Annex 4. Business survey (English version)  

See linked document: https://tinyurl.com/business-survey-questionnaire

11. Annex 5. Round Table Stakeholder Meetings  
– Interview Guide 

See linked document: https://tinyurl.com/Round-tables-interview-guide 

12. Annex 6. Round Table Reports 

See linked document: https://tinyurl.com/all-round-t-reports  
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