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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to examine the accessible tourism market potential, alongside the
implications of operating in the accessible tourism market and an assessment of major travel and leisure
company involvement. The research focused on providing a market value forecast using historic data from
2005 and extrapolating this to 2025. An examination of the reasons for and against major travel and leisure
company involvement in the accessible tourism market was accompanied by an analysis of managerial
perceptions.
Design/methodology/approach – The exploration of travel patterns of disabled tourists, in particular
spend per head per holiday, was used to measure the value of the demand side of accessible tourism.
Semi-structured interviews were carried out with employees of major travel and leisure companies in
managerial positions.
Findings – The study indicates that the accessible tourism market is a distinct sector, possessing the
capacity for extensive future growth, and thus presents major travel providers with a potentially substantial
and lucrative market, generating potential revenues of €88.6 billion by 2025.
Research limitations/implications – Due to a lack of existing data an assumption had to be made on the
evolution of travel spend per head per holiday. However, the formula used, using GDP/Capita growth, is a
recognised way of forecasting this kind of data in the travel and leisure industry.
Originality/value – This is the first paper to provide an examination of the reasons for and against major
travel and leisure company involvement in the accessible tourism market, as well providing a forecast of the
market value up to 2025.
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Research highlights

■ The general demand for accessibility in Europe alone exceeded 120 million people in 2005,
more than 27 per cent of the European population at the time. It is estimated that by the end
of 2025 this demand will reach an approximated 160 million people.

■ An analysis of the accessible tourism market size shows that 70 per cent of the population
demanding accessibility have both the financial as well as the physical capabilities to travel,
generating potential revenues of €88.6 billion by 2025. This represents a 65 per cent growth
rate (2.56 per cent CAGR) from 2005, when the last paper to conduct this type of research
was published.
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■ With the ageing of the baby boomer generation and their accompanying burden of disease, future
disability rates are expected to increase. It is forecast that 35 per cent of the population in developed
countries will be at least 60 years old in 2050. This demographic containing a greater proportion of
seniors, unlike past generations, is seeking an active and adventurous experience for their post
work lives, and tourism is seen as an important component of their quest for life experiences.

■ Research on accessible tourism and spending power of disabled tourists has dispelled themyth
that people with disabilities are poor. The German Federal Ministry of Economics and Labour
found on average, the disabled tourist spends 1.16 times more than the able bodied tourist.

■ There is a very small percentage of the market that addresses the needs for accessible
tourism. 63 per cent of major travel and leisure company representatives who took part in this
research stated their company did not sell accessible products. Currently there is no
comprehensive solution that provides people with disabilities with the same travelling
opportunities that an able bodied person has. For this to improve, a combination of increased
awareness, education, legislation, partnerships and the resolve to invest in universal design
will be required in the travel and leisure industry.

Introduction

Paper aim

Accessible tourism is an evolving area of academic study and industry practice (Darcy and Buhalis,
2011). The coming together of an ageing population and focus on inclusion and accessibility has led
to an increase in the literature and exploration of theoretical concepts that underpin the developing
accessible tourism industry. The accessible tourism market includes tourists with varying levels of
accessibility requirements who have been poorly served by the tourism industry (Miller and Kirk,
2002). Previous literature on accessible tourism has often focussed on defining terminology (Darcy,
1998; Aitchison, 2003; Buhalis et al., 2005; Darcy and Buhalis, 2011), analysing theoretical
approaches (Darcy, 1998; Buhalis et al., 2005; Darcy et al., 2008b) and focusing attention on issues
faced by disabled tourists (Brouillette et al., 1995). An area covered in less detail is major travel and
leisure company involvement.

This paper aims to provide an overview of the accessible tourism market potential, by forecasting
the market value from 2005 to 2025. The implications of operating in the accessible tourism
market will be analysed using an assessment of major travel and leisure company involvement. To
examine this, the research is split into two parts:

1. An analysis of the accessible tourism market value.

2. An examination of the reasons for and against major travel and leisure company involvement
in the accessible tourism market. This is accompanied with an analysis of perceptions of
managers in strategic positions of these organisations.

Literature review

Definitions of accessible tourism

Darcy and Dickson (2009, p. 32) define accessible tourism as:

Enabling 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 products, services and environments.

This definition is inclusive of all people including those travelling with children in prams, people
with disabilities and seniors.

Definitions of disability

The World Health Organisation defines disability as:

A restriction or lack (resulting from an impairment) of the ability to perform an activity in the manner, or
within the range, considered normal for a human being.
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The World Health Organisation’s definition may have been useful in providing some degree of
homogeneity to domestic legislation and clinical criteria, however from the perspective of the
disabled population it is an inadequate definition of their experience (Brouillette et al., 1995).
Rejecting the notions of “normal for a human being” results in a consensus view that some degree
of impairment is normal for most human beings, at some point in their lives, and that the
restrictions and deprivations experienced by disabled people actually arise from the assumption
that they are outside the “norm” (Brouillette et al., 1995). The World Health Organisation (WHO)
(2012) has since altered their 1980 definition of disability to:

Disabilities is an umbrella term, covering impairments, activity limitations, and participation
restrictions. An impairment is a problem in body function or structure; an activity limitation is a
difficulty encountered by an individual in executing a task or action; while a participation restriction
is a problem experienced by an individual in involvement in life situations. Thus disability is a
complex phenomenon, reflecting an interaction between features of a person’s body and features
of the society in which he or she lives.

Existing models of disability

A comparison of two models; the Medical and Social Models of Disability (Buhalis et al., 2005)
show an evolution in perceptions toward disability. The traditional medical approach refers to
disability as the problem of the individual, a model that serves as the basis for many negative and
limiting attitudes, policies and outcomes (Ells, 2001; Vash, 2001). Within the social model
approach, which challenges society when looking at disability, there is a focus on service
providers and the removal of social and environmental barriers to enable full social, physical and
leisure participation (Aitchison, 2003). Changing perceptions, alongside the realisation that only a
small percentage of people are born with disabilities is extremely important and will subsequently
help to remove existing barriers.

The general demand for accessible tourism

The general demand for accessibility in Europe alone exceeded 126 million in 2005, more than
27 per cent of the European population at the time (Buhalis et al., 2005). Worldwide this figure
exceeded 650 million and it is estimated that by the end of 2020 it will reach an approximated
1.2 billion people (Darcy et al., 2008b, a).

Evidence suggests there is substantial volume in the accessible tourism market, however an
analysis of available information demonstrates that only a very small percentage of the market
addresses the needs for accessible tourism (Buhalis et al., 2005). It has been estimated that over
25 per cent of European citizens do not take holidays due to perceived barriers to accessible
travel (European Commission, 1996).

Evolution of accessible tourism – the demand side

Increasing disabled population with a focus on mobility. With the ageing of the baby boomer
population and their accompanying burden of disease, future disability rates are expected to
increase (Rosenberg et al., 2011). Indeed, recent National Health and Nutrition Examination
Survey data suggests that for 60-69 year olds, the prevalence of disability in instrumental
activities of daily living and mobility is increasing (Brault et al., 2009).

Travel spend and the disabled traveller as a customer. There are a number of benefits tour
operators can gain from expanding what is still a relatively new market. People with disabilities
have the tendency to become brand evangelists for the brand they love; for example, if a
consumer would normally tell five people about their favourite product, people with disabilities
could tell 50 (Hsu and Powers, 2002). The myths that persons with disabilities are poor have been
proven wrong through research concluding that disabled tourists tend to spend more per day
than able-bodied tourists (Horgan-Jones and Ringaert, 2004; Van Horn, 2002). This suggests
that sizable spending power exists within the accessible market. According to statistics in a UK
report produced by the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (2010) disabled tourists:

■ become regular clients after finding a tourism facility that suits their needs;
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■ tend to take longer holiday breaks than the average – the average duration of travel
undertaken by persons with activity limitations is 13.9 days (holidays) and 3.6 days (short
breaks) (BMWA, 2004); and

■ tend not to travel alone, as they are often accompanied by caregivers, family and friends: over
50 per cent travel with a partner, 20 per cent with a child and between 21 and 25 per cent with
a companion.

According to the US Census Bureau in 2005, the close to 50million disabled consumers in the USA
(the largest minority group in America) have at their disposal $1 trillion, a figure which comes as a
surprise to marketers (Fost, 1998). Attempting to reach this powerful consumer group certainly
makes good “handicapitalism” (a term coined by Prager, 1999), but businesses also see that
reaching out to the disabled tourist shows concern for diversity and sensitivity (Williams, 1999).

Research on accessible tourism and spending power of disabled tourists has dispelled the myth
that people with disabilities are poor (Buhalis et al., 2005; Horgan-Jones and Ringaert, 2004; van
Horn, 2002). Disabled citizens in Germany for example would be willing to pay between €1000
and €2000 more for suitable tourism products and services than the able bodied tourist (BMWA,
2004). In the same study produced the German Federal Ministry of Economics and Labour found
on average, the disabled tourist spends 1.16 times more than the able bodied tourist. A variable
of disabled tourist travel spend is their disposable income, however those who have lower
disposable incomes tend to save more money to spend on holidays. Although disabled tourists
are willing to save more for their holidays and spend more while on holiday, the options of where
to spend and the comprehensiveness of these choices are severely lacking. If suitable facilities
were provided and marketed consistently, the additional spending generated from the disabled
customer would be great. In 1993, Deloitte Touch published a study, entitled “Profiting from
Opportunities” and identified a potential additional spending of nearly £17 billion by the disabled
tourist in Europe, if suitable facilities were provided and if they were marketed consistently
(Disability Rights Task Force, 1999).

Travel intensity and frequency. Travel intensity is strongly related to existing barriers that are
experienced by disabled customers in order to participate in travel and tourism activities. It refers
to the percentage of the total disabled population that go on holiday. The disabled tourist
represents a group that remains outside of the travel market. As a consequence, it is a group that
is likely to have permanently abandoned the idea of holiday taking due to existing barriers
(BMWA, 2004).

In the last few decades gradual progress has been made to remove barriers so that the transport,
accommodation and attraction sectors are more accessible than they have been before. In the
UK, this is partly due to the Disability Discrimination Act. Since 1995 it requires tourism suppliers
to make adequate provision for disabled access. Furthermore, new buildings only gain planning
permission if they provide facilities for the disabled (Stumbo and Pegg, 2005; Shaw and Coles,
2004; Shaw et al., 2005). However, a disproportionately small number of people with disabilities
participate fully in mainstream tourism (Darcy, 1998).

Findings about the travel intensity of German disabled travellers provide some important insights
into these travel patterns. BMWA (2004) revealed that the travel intensity of people with disabilities
is below that of the overall German population. German disabled customers have a travel intensity
of 54.3 per cent for taking holidays. This is considerably below the 75.3 per cent of the overall
German population. Based on these findings it can be reasoned that many disabled tourists
effectively stay outside of travel experiences due to perceived or real accessibility barriers.
Respondents of the sample of the BMWA (2004) survey explained their absence of holiday taking
by a lack of accessible products and services available.

Travel frequency investigates how often disabled travellers undertake journeys for holiday
purposes. On average, persons with disabilities take an average of 1.3 holidays and 2.3 short
breaks a year (BMWA, 2004), however the travel seasonality of disabled tourists differ from the
able bodied tourist. Once an appropriate destination has been selected by the disabled traveller,
they tend to ensure that they make use of the low season for their holiday, subsequently avoiding
crowded places.
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Ageing population. An ageing population is a world-wide phenomenon. In 1999, 10 per cent
of the World’s population were aged 60 years or more, a figure which is expected to grow to
29 per cent in 2050 (Tinker, 2002). It is forecast that 35 per cent of the population in developed
countries will be at least 60 years old in 2050 (Tinker, 2002). With an ageing population, where a
large proportion has grown up travelling, tour operators may soon find their core customer
evolving with this demographic change. There is a direct link between age and disability. A person
is 14 times more likely to have a disability by the time they reach 65 years old than a four-year old
(Dwyer and Darcy, 2008). What’s more, this demographic containing a greater proportion of
seniors, unlike past generations, is seeking an active and adventurous experience for their post
work lives, and tourism is seen as an important component of their quest for life experiences
(Luiza, 2010). Currently there is no comprehensive solution that provides people with disabilities
with the same travelling opportunities that an able bodied person has.

Current issues preventing accessibility – the supply side

There is a current need in the market for modification of destination facilities, reliable online
information and relevant policies that allow and encourage the disabled population to travel as an
able bodied tourist can.

Facility design. The United Nations (1990) Standard Rules on the Equalisation of Opportunities
states that in all societies there are still obstacles preventing persons with disabilities from
exercising their rights and freedoms. These obstacles make it difficult for them to participate
fully in the activities of their societies and it is the responsibility of states to take appropriate
action to remove such obstacles. Facility design is considered to be the main obstacle
preventing disabled tourists from taking holidays. When people with impairments travel, special
requirements exist. Physical access is one of the most important and influential supply side
issues facing the tourism market.

Darcy (1998) argues facility design can be split into three dimensions:

1. physical access, which involves people with physical impairments using wheelchairs or
walking aids;

2. sensory access, for example tactile markings, signs and labels, hearing augmentation systems
and audio cues for lifts and lights; and

3. communication access, which involves people that have difficulties with written word and
speech.

Research on accessible accommodation (Darcy and Pegg, 2011) concluded that the accessible
rooms of the hotels met access provisions, however not all areas of the hotels were accessible.
Infrastructure with easy access as well as a variety of accessible products must be provided by
tourism suppliers to fulfil the criteria of accessible tourism. An existing problem in facility design is
the tendency for accommodation designers to provide the minimum features for an accessible
room, instead of designing the best possible disabled room. On top of this, only a fraction of the
total number of rooms in a hotel are accessible.

Information. A second obstacle to accessible travel is the distribution of unreliable tourism
information. Tourists with disability requirements search for information that suits their relevant
needs, thus the higher the accessibility requirement the more detailed the information required is.
Many mainstream travel publications, including hotel directories, use the international wheelchair
symbol to indicate accommodation that claims to offer facilities for disabled guests, but more
specific details of these facilities are rarely stated (European Commission, 1996). The lack of
available information has forced disabled tourists to abandon the practice of taking holidays or
seek alternative leisure solutions (Waschke, 2004).

Attitudes. Attitudinal issues add a third dimension to problems facing disabled tourists and the
way disability is perceived. When looking to the social model (Buhalis et al., 2005) of disability for
an explanation, one begins to understand disability is normal and it is actually the environment
and societal systems that create accessibility barriers. If this belief was exemplified by major travel
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and leisure companies, holiday environments and systems would be designed in a way that
reflected the social model to disability. This is a view supported by 97 per cent of European
citizens, who state that the integration of people with disabilities into society could be improved
(Eurobarometer, 2001). A common complaint about tourism and travel staff is the negative,
demeaning or condescending staff attitudes (Burnett and Bender Baker, 2001), exemplifying that
cultures of many major travel and leisure companies fail to support the social model of disability.
Ensuring greater customer satisfaction in this regard will involve a better focus on staff training
(Stumbo and Pegg, 2005).

It has been made apparent people with disabilities face a number of barriers that prevent them
from going on holiday. These include environmental, interactive and intrinsic barriers (Yau et al.,
2004). If major travel and leisure companies break down the facility design, information and
attitudinal barriers, certain intrinsic barriers such as perceived and psychological obstacles may
also begin to be broken down.

Devising a comprehensive solution

Previous literature on accessible tourism has mainly focused on defining relevant terminology
(Darcy, 1998; Aitchison, 2003; Buhalis et al., 2005; Darcy and Buhalis, 2011) and assessing how
the disabled population is made up, alongside how it has evolved. A subject covered in less detail
is the involvement of major travel and leisure companies and how managers of these
organisations perceive this new market segment.

Major travel and leisure company involvement. It is essential for the travel and tourism industry
to create and implement strategies to remove attitudinal, social, physical and informational
barriers. Major travel and leisure companies will have a big influence in delivering these strategic
initiatives, as ultimately it is the global players’ distribution channels that best supply the market.
Major travel and leisure companies maintain the characteristics to provide a comprehensive or
“one stop shop” solution, particularly those with a global presence and local expertise in
destinations handled.

Legislation. On 24 July 2009 Barack Obama, signed the UN Convention on the Rights of People
with Disabilities. In doing so, the USA became one of many signatory countries to the agreement
which seeks to ensure the rights of people with disabilities. Article 30 of the Convention proclaims
the right to access all areas of cultural life, including that of tourism, thus putting tour operators on
notice to change their operations in order to guarantee access to tourism goods and services for
people with disabilities.

Certain policy implementation such as the legislation designed to make it compulsory for tourism
suppliers to create an environment that is accessible to disabled people increases the economic
gain for the tourism industry by increasing the purchasing power of the disabled population (Buhalis
et al., 2005). However researchers have noted that despite the large numbers of people with
disabilities living independently, their growing financial wealth and their desire to travel, this segment
continues to be largely ignored by the tourism industry worldwide (Darcy, 1998). Increasing the
economic gain by implementing legislation into the supply side of the tourism industry is one of a
twofold effect of policy setting (Upchurch and Won, 1996), the second being the reference to a
fundamental civil right for all citizens, and an enriched life of disabled and elderly people.

It is no new notion that there must be a reaction in the industry resulting in the gap between limited
supply and high demand reducing; in 1983 Mills noted that the provisions for the disabled in any
type of holiday situation can no longer be regarded as an optional extra. The tourism industry
must ensure that tourism policies and initiatives are responsive to current and future trends and
issues (Dwyer et al., 2009), allowing the supply side of the accessibility market to meet the needs
and demands of the disabled consumer.

Data collection methods

Accessible tourism has received increasing attention due to a hypothetical increase in demand
for this type of vacation, and subsequently suggests it is an attractive market for major travel
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and leisure companies to be active in. This study differs from those previously undertaken in
that the population for this study is major travel and leisure companies. This was considered
critical, as it is believed travel and leisure companies provide the best insight into accessible
tourism provision.

Market value analysis

The accessible tourism market is an attractive segment for travel and leisure companies, however
the tourism industry has made limited progress so far in providing the market with accessible
products. In order to measure the value and potential of the demand side of accessible tourism in
Europe, the exploration of travel patterns of disabled tourists, in particular spend per head per
holiday (Puhretmair, 2004) was examined. Sources used to collect figures of disability
populations, average spend per disabled tourist and GDP/Capita included international bodies
such as Eurostat, Euromonitor, Eurobarometer, The World Bank and Census Bureau’s,
alongside National Tourism Authorities.

Absolute figures of the prevalence of disability are difficult to estimate due to a lack of
standardised data and comprehensiveness (Buhalis et al., 2005) and after reviewing statistics
from previous research it becomes clear that estimates for disability volume vary from source
to source (Dupré and Karjalainen, 2003; National Disability Authority, 2003; Puhretmair,
2004). However by focusing on three variables; a specific disability type, selected age range
and average travel spend of tourists within this demographic, while using reliable sources for
such data, it becomes possible to attempt to quantify the economic value potential of the
accessible tourism industry. Using the elderly (W65 years) demographic when estimating
market value, an overview of the total accessible tourism market value is proposed. The last
paper to conduct a comprehensive analysis of potential accessible tourism market value was
the “One Stop Shop for Accessible Tourism in Europe” (Buhalis et al., 2005). The data used in
Buhalis et al. (2005) paper is used in this research as a launch pad in forecasting market value
up until 2025.

Market value analysis assumptions. A number of assumptions are made in the market value
forecast:

■ Deloitte estimate only 70 per cent of the disabled population demanding accessibility can
travel due to physical and economic capabilities (Van Horn, 2002).

■ Deloitte also state a multiplier effect of 0.5-2.0 has to be taken into consideration when
calculating market value (Van Horn, 2002). This is due to the fact a disabled tourist will often
take a carer, family member or friend on holiday with them.

■ The elderly population (W65 years) makes up 64.8 per cent of the total disabled population
requiring accessibility (Buhalis et al., 2005).

■ Travel spend per head per holiday, and the growth of this from 2005 to 2025, is calculated
for each European country by applying a factor of 1 to the German data (2005-2025),
then determining the factor for each country based on its GDP per Capita to calculate the
average travel spend for each of the other European countries included in this research.
The proportionate change in GDP per Capita from 2005 to 2025 is then used to calculate the
growth in average travel spend per head per holiday.

Semi structured interviews

Interviews were carried out with employees of major travel and leisure companies in managerial
positions. The interviews assessed the activity of these companies in the accessible tourismmarket
alongside managers’ perceptions of the attractiveness of the accessible tourism industry.

Sample. In-depth semi structure interviews were undertaken with the following types of manager:
one CEO, one CFO, one director, one non-exec, two commercial directors and six strategy
managers. Each interview lasted between 30min and 1 h 15min.
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Findings and discussion

This section is split into two parts:

■ Part 1 presents the value forecast for the accessible tourism industry from 2005 to 2025.

■ Part 2 documents the managerial perceptions of the accessible tourismmarket. A summary of
the main findings and representative quotes can be seen in Table II. In addition to the
semi-structured interviews, a short survey was conducted to provide a quantitative
representation of these managerial perceptions. The findings of this survey can be seen in
“4.3. Survey Findings”.

Market analysis

Focusing on the elderly population demographic allowed for an overall prediction of the
accessible tourism market value, if provision of accessible products/services was sufficient
(see Table I for an overview of this forecast, Table AI (the Appendix) for the complete data and
Table AII (the Appendix) for a breakdown of disability type).

Based on the assumption the disabled tourist travels alone, the total market value is expected to
increase by 65 per cent (2.6 per cent CAGR) from 2005 to 2025 from €53.5 billion to €88.6 billion.
If the disabled tourist travels with a companion, Deloitte state a multiplier effect of 0.5-2.0 people
must be taken into consideration, resulting in a market value of €80.3 billion in 2005 growing to
€132.8 billion in 2025 (if using the 0.5 multiplier effect. See Table I. for a potential market value if
2.0 people travel with the disabled tourist).

Based on these findings and according to The World Bank (2014) data the accessible
tourism market in Europe (focusing on the countries included in this research and
assuming the disabled tourist travels alone) would have accounted for 16.9 per cent of total
European tourism receipts in 2005 had a comprehensive solution been in place and allowed
for barrier free tourism. (This figure is calculated using the USD/EUR exchange rate on the 31
January 2005. If the 31 January 2014 rate is used this figure equals 17.4 per cent).

Table I Overview of the accessible tourism market value in Europe (2005-2025)

Year 2005 2025

%
Change

Elderly population (W65 years)a 80,222,000 103,535,000 29
Total demand for accessibility (including all disability
types)b 123,761,185 159,726,936 29
70% that have the economical and physical capability
to travelc 86,632,829 111,808,855 29
Average spend/head/holidayd €618 €792 28
Potential tourism revenues (70% of the elderly
population that have the capability to travel multiplied
by Average spend/head/holiday) €53,539,088,553 €88,552,613,391 65
Deloitte’s multiplier effect (PAX) for friends and family
who travel with the disabled touriste 0.5 2 0.5 2
Accompanying friends and family 43,316,415 173,265,659 55,904,428 223,617,711 29
Total market potential incl. 70% of disabled
population who have the capability to travel, plus their
accompanying friends and family 129,949,244 259,898,488 167,713,283 335,426,566 29
Potential tourism revenues Total market potential incl.
accompanying friends and family multiplied by
Average spend/head/holiday €80,308,632,829 €160,617,265,659 €132,828,920,086 €265,657,840,173 65

Notes: aUS Census Bureau (2005) in Buhalis et al. (2005), Eurostat (2005); bOSSATE (2005): The elderly population make up 64.82 per cent
of the total disabled population; cOSSATE (2005); dBMWA (2004), Buhalis et al. (2005) and Euromonitor (2013): This average spend per head per
holiday figure is in line with other sources, such as OSSATTE (2005) who calculated €620; eVan Horn (2002). Deloitte state that the disabled
tourist often takes a carer, friend or family member on holiday and this needs to be included in the total market value calculation
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Emergent themes and representative quotes

There are five consistent themes within the interview data. A number of these themes link
to previous accessible tourism literature, however there are also some unique findings
(such as “partnerships” and “cost of investment”). A summary of emergent themes and
representative quotes can be seen in Table II and accompany major considerations for each
of the following themes:

■ Partnerships.

■ Awareness.

■ Cost of investment.

■ Complexity.

■ Legislation and compliance.

Partnerships. The predominant finding from the interviewswas barriers involving traditional suppliers
and inaccessible infrastructure prevent partnerships required to develop a comprehensive solution
for barrier free tourism.

In a recent tourism summit, André Vallerand, Special Advisor to the Secretary of the World
Tourism Organization (UNWTO), President of the World Centre of Excellence for Destinations,
and co-chair of the Summit argued that:

The development of universal accessibility of infrastructures, tourism services, and transport services
cannot be done without a global partnership: we must share our knowledge and best practices for
dissemination, and convince our partners that sustainable development must be inclusive
(Destinations Pour Tous, 2014).

This is a view shared by 50 per cent of the interviewees in this research. For tour operators,
the difficulty in offering accessible products to disabled tourists is increased if suppliers fail to

Table II Emergent themes and representative quotes

Emergent theme Representative quote

Partnerships “I think it is important to be early on in the process, we often come to a facility that is already built, and then of course if it is
not built to the spec that we want, we cannot rebuild it to the accessibility we would like, one obstacle is different
standards between different suppliers”
“[…] we offer accessible transportation from the airport to the hotel, we’ve had some challenges in some places to find
the right supplier for that”
“[…] if the demand is there we have the ability to go to our partners and say ‘listen, there is a part of the market that you
guys aren’t serving and we have access to that demand’, if we genuinely do have access to that demand, ‘so if you can
develop a product that we can sell, there is an opportunity here”

Awareness “[…] I was quite stunned when I saw the valuation of the market. Quite frankly I wouldn’t know what figure to put, I would
never have anticipated it exceeding €70 billion and 10 years on it has obviously grown”
“[…] To be honest the figure sounds very high, but it’s also a matter of definition, what do you mean by
accessible tourism?”
“[…] if you create awareness then people will go there, I just don’t think [accessible tourism] has got any awareness.
I haven’t seen a report from anybody on this”
“[…] I actually think there will be a lot of people in travel companies who won’t even be thinking about this segment of the
market, or even understand that there is a customer who is willing to travel but needs the relevant product”

Cost of investment “[…] the reward, effort ratio is not as attractive as other customer segments”
“[…] to deliver the right product, you are going to have to invest, in something that your core customer doesn’t require
and you are not going to be able to charge a premium for it”
“[…] there will probably be a thought process that this is going to cost us too much”

Complexity “[…] it is difficult if the customer does not mention that they have a disability, which makes it difficult to cater for
their needs”
“[…] we are a pure online business so can you fulfil this type of transaction online? Or is it too bespoke for an online query
or reservation?”

Legislation and
compliance

“Even within the EU there is a huge disparity in what the destination country deems to be equal opportunity and many
countries are culturally well behind the UK in its treatment of persons with reduced mobility.”
“[…] there is no standard for assessing what is for example an adapted room”

VOL. 1 NO. 3 2015 j JOURNAL OF TOURISM FUTURES j PAGE 211



develop accessible products themselves. This issue is exaggerated for intermediaries like
accommodation wholesalers. For pure online businesses, a lack of available products force
a restriction on the ability to service it online, particularly when considering the “on request” nature
of accessible tourism products.

Until a common accessible tourism product, preferably a universally designed product (e.g.
a completely accessible holiday resort) is established in the tourism industry, the majority of
stakeholders will be prevented from cost effectively marketing products and services to the
disabled tourist segment.

Awareness. There is still a clear lack of awareness in the tourism industry of accessible travel and
the extent of the demand for accessibility, although it is well understood that there is a relevant
segment of the market which is poorly served. The lack of awareness relates to the extent
of demand, but to some, also to the definition of accessible tourism. In all, 25 per cent of
interviewees stated a lack of awareness was a major obstacle when devising initiatives to sell
accessible products. Up to 67 per cent of interviewees were unaware of the potential value of the
accessible tourism market, stating the forecast amount by Buhalis et al. (2005)was higher than
they expected.

It is evident the cruise industry is more aware than other travel and leisure segments, due to
the fact that their core customer is slightly older, and predominantly from the USA, where
accessible products have been more commonplace for a longer time. For other travel and leisure
companies, it is argued that the slow reaction to accessible tourism demand is due to the fact
their core customer is positioned outside of the disabled demographic. The consequences of this
reasoning could be severe. With the baby boomers now swelling the ranks of the 65+ population,
in 2004 the UK baby boomers held 80 per cent of the UK’s wealth (Walker, 2004) and over
50 per cent of discretionary spending is controlled by the elderly (Janger, 2011).

When discussing the reasons behind an increasing awareness and focus on accessible tourism,
the majority of managers looked to corporate social responsibility (CSR) and the fact that CSR is
the “flavour of the month” or “to be seen as socially responsible is en vogue.” Combining this with
the notion that the disabled tourist has greater buying power than before and a louder voice, the
tourism industry is “better placed than it has ever been” in terms of offering disable tourists
accessible products and services.

It is evident varying levels of awareness exist, and the majority of managers are not only unaware
of accessible tourism as a concept or definition, but they are also largely unaware of what
features contribute to an accessible product. Two previous studies looking at perceptions of
accommodation managers concluded that many managers did not even understand the access
features of their hotel rooms, let alone provide any level of detailed information beyond whether an
establishment had a disabled room (Ozturk et al., 2008). It has also been argued tour operators
are largely ignorant of the specific needs of people with disabilities, which leads to overt or subtle
discrimination (McKercher et al., 2003).

Travel retail has proven to be an inhibitor rather than a facilitator and there is an immediate need
for a stepping up of research in the field (Blichfeldt and Nicolaisen, 2011) and discussion
and debate on the needs and demands of the disabled population to become active tourists
(Pagán, 2009).

Cost of investment. Common across all the interviewees’ perceptions was the prediction that
companies in the travel and leisure industry were refraining from entering the accessible tourism
market due to the perception that the effort to reward ratio is not as attractive as other consumer
segments. A key perception is that to deliver accessible products, for example, tour excursions
(which may require transfers using accessible transport, appropriately trained tour guides and
suitable equipment), investment will be high, and unlike other tourism segments a premium for
accessible products cannot be charged. However, as one manager suggested, while pressure
on top line growth exists across the industry, and more travel and leisure companies fight for
market share, an increasing amount of businesses will be looking to new areas, such as the
accessible tourism market, for a first mover advantage.
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An issue in the journal Current Issues in Tourism (2011) analysed topics relating to accessible
tourism and found that the most important barrier to participation is affordability (Bélanger and
Jolin, 2011; Diekmann and McCabe, 2011; Minnaert et al., 2011). In addition, disabled tourists
incur additional costs relating directly to their disability (e.g. insurance, medical expenses,
equipment, personal assistance support). All these circumstances account for the lack of
participation in tourism activities and reduce the development of the accessible tourism market
segment. It is suggested tourism products aimed at the disabled tourist are too bespoke or too
costly, however it is also argued by authors of previous accessible tourism literature (see Buhalis
et al., 2005; Darcy and Buhalis, 2011; Darcy and Dickson, 2009) that if suppliers facilitate the
development of “universal design” tourism products, costs to travel and leisure companies and
subsequently the market as a whole will be reduced.

It is vital major operators in the travel and leisure industry properly market their accessible
products and services (Upchurch and Won, 1996) in order to facilitate return on investment. It is
apparent operators do this for other market segments, but have not done it for the disabled
tourist. BMWA (2004) concluded that many tourists have abandoned the idea of taking a holiday
due to existing barriers. This conclusion would not favour one manager’s belief, that accessible
tourism products should not be marketed separately from “normal” tourism products, due to
discriminatory reasons. However, marketing of accessible products in the future may be vital in
making customers aware of accessible products and attempting to turn unhappy and frustrated
customers who require improved accessibility, into loyal customers.

By increasing awareness and marketing efforts surrounding accessible products, travel and
leisure companies may answer a number of recurring questions, such as whether the demand for
accessible tourism exists, how access to that demand is achieved, and whether accessible
products can be marketed efficiently?

Legislation and compliance

Without doubt the biggest threat faced by the hotel industry is its very ignorance of its obligations
under the legislation (O’Neill and Ali Knight, 2000, p. 171).

Compliance with legislation in the tourism industry is often not met and a lack of understanding is
apparent (Upchurch and Won, 1996).

It is argued that tour operators need to be aware that they have a social responsibility for meeting
the needs of people with disabilities, as well as a legislative requirement to do so. In this sense,
public policy in tourism can be linked to more general social policies of disability and exclusion in
order to facilitate the full integration of disabled people into the tourism industry.

The existence of a greater convergence of tourism policies across Europe and the definition of
measures and tools that increase knowledge, competitiveness and sustainable development of
the tourist industry are key factors in the near future for the accessible tourism market (European
Disability Forum, 2001). There is a contrast between certain European countries and the
standards they comply with. Certain countries such as the Nordics and the UK exemplify the
advantages of construction legislation within these regions, whereas nations such as Turkey and
Egypt appear to be less stringent when it comes to accessible facility design. As one manager
stated; “That’s not something that will change overnight”, a perception which highlights an area of
concern for travel and leisure companies who are experiencing difficulty in developing accessible
holidays when existing facilities in destinations are largely inaccessible.

Commenting on the inconsistency of legislation across the EU, one manager stated:

Even within the EU there is a huge disparity in what the destination country deems to be equal
opportunity and many countries are culturally well behind the UK in its treatment of persons with
reducedmobility, thus attitudes to accessibility may be less well advanced than in the UK. This gives us
a big challenge in getting properties and hoteliers not to discriminate.

Complexity. To achieve information satisfaction and fully enable access to tourism for people with
disabilities, a more sophisticated understanding of different needs and appropriate sources,
accessible destination experiences, and the provision of adequate accommodation is needed by
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tourism operators (Darcy, 2010). 25 per cent of interviewees stated that complexity
of information relating to each disability type was a major obstacle in selling accessible
products.

In addition, education relating to people with disabilities could change attitudes within the tourism
industry, wherein short educational programs targeting employees of travel and leisure
companies help correct existing negative attitudes towards people with disabilities (Blichfeldt and
Nicolaisen, 2011).

Survey Results

Alongside the semi structured interviews, a short survey was conducted to provide a quantifiable
overview of the analysis into managerial perceptions and the reasons for and against current
company activity levels in the accessible tourism market (Figures 1-4).

Conclusion

It is clear from data in this paper and evidence in the wider literature that people with disabilities
are being served poorly by the tourism industry.

There is a need for stakeholders to work together when devising accessible tourism solutions.
Yau et al. (2004) have rightly argued, travelling with a disability is more than an access issue.
Rather, it involves a series of interdependent and overlapping factors, each of which need to be
fully considered. For a tourism trip to occur, the organisation of all sectors of the tourism industry
is critical. This involves all stages of travel, from anticipation and planning; travelling to the
destination, on-site experience, to return travel.

Figure 1 The market value of the accessible tourism industry was estimated to be
worth over €70bn in 2005

67%

22%

11%

0%

Higher Reasonable I would not know Lower

Note: How does this figure relate to your own perception of the accessible
tourism market value? Is it
Source: OSSATE (2005)

Figure 2 Does your company currently sell accessible tourism products to disabled
tourists?

44%44%

11%

I do not knowNoYes
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Before accessible tourism products are offered to the market, accessibility must be conceived as
a social right (ENAT, 2007). The tourism industry has been reactive in responding to the need to
serve an evolving core customer. With demographic changes occurring all over the world, the
prevalence of disability is increasing and the demand for accessible products and services is
following suit.

The tourism industry will benefit from gathering further data on accessibility, exemplified in the
wider literature and in interview data conducted for this research study. Focus groups involving a
variety of stakeholders in the accessible tourism industry, such as disabled tourists,
accommodation suppliers, tour operators, government and airline managers, will allow for
greater insight and a sharing of best practice. As the fight for market share continues, new growth
opportunities in the tourism industry are constantly being analysed. As soon as major travel and
leisure companies are fully aware of the sheer demand for accessible tourism, and how they can
access this demand, there is no doubt the industry will develop more effective solutions to serve
the disabled tourist. Increased awareness will result from additional research, as well as an
increasing number of companies servicing disabled tourists and subsequently proving the
market. However, while travel and leisure companies are always looking for the next growth
opportunity, it is becoming increasingly apparent that it will take a major player to make a distinct
first move, until the accessible tourism market gains any real pace. For this to happen a

Figure 3 What do you believe is the main reason behind an increase in major travel
and leisure company activity in the accessible tourism market?
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11%

0% 0% 0%

To be seen as
socially responsible

Fight for market
share

Pressure for top
line growth

Pressure from the
disabled tourist

Legislation

Figure 4 If your company does provide accessible products to disabled tourists,
please select the following obstacles you may have faced when devising
initiatives to sell these products? (please tick as many relevant choices)
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combination of increased awareness, education, legislation, partnerships and the resolve to
invest in universal design needs to be apparent. This will help to provide a launch pad for
companies in the travel and leisure industry to take the leap and benefit from the attractive
accessible tourism industry.

Critical reflection of this research study

As one director correctly stated: “This interview is of itself being discriminatory in attempting to
define ‘accessible tourism’ as something different to normal tourism.” On this basis, a high
proportion of the literature surrounding accessible tourism should also be deemed inequitable.
It seems until everyone has the same opportunity to travel, regardless of access requirements, this
will continue to be an issue. The call for universal design (of hotel rooms, restaurants, airplanes,
cruise ships etc.), seems to be an ambitious solution, but gives an insight into just how drastically
the environment and society we live in needs to change, before disability is considered “normal”.

Investment return trade-off, an area for further research

Based on the emergent theme of “cost of investment” in this paper, an area for future research
may be a more detailed assessment on the return on investment and the cost of operating in the
accessible tourism market. This would assess the interchange of opening up a new market
segment and the subsequent creation of demand, alongside the potentially significant
investments required to offer barrier free tourism.
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Table AII Breakdown of the disabled population by disability type

Disability type 2005 population (‘000) Total %

Mobility impaired 16,068 13
Visual impaired 1,911 2
People with deafness 985 1
Speech impaired 246 0
Mental/intellectual impaired 4,519 4
People with hidden impairments 20,184 16
Elderly population (W65) 80,903 65

124,816 100

Source: OSSATE (2005)
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