
The Disabled Tourist



THE TOURIST EXPERIENCE

Series editor: Richard Sharpley

The Tourist Experience series addresses a notable gap in the literature on Tourism 
Studies by foregrounding the tourist experience in a cohesive and thematically 
structured manner.

Taking a novel approach by presenting both short form publications and longer 
form monographs exploring issues in the tourist experience, the series will seek to 
build a comprehensive set of texts that collectively contribute to critical discourse 
and understanding of the contemporary tourist experience. Short form publica-
tions will review specific types of tourist by focusing primarily on the influences 
and nature and significance of their experiences within a socio-cultural frame-
work while longer titles will embrace contemporary empirical and conceptual 
perspectives and debates as a means of understanding experiences.

Recent Volumes:

Un-ravelling Travelling: Emotional Connections and Autoethnography in  
Travel Research
Sue Beeton

The Adventure Tourist: Being, Knowing, Becoming
Jelena Farkic and Maria Gebbels

The Backpacker Tourist: A Contemporary Perspective
Márcio Ribeiro Martins and Rui Augusto da Costa

The Mindful Tourist: The Power of Presence in Tourism
Uglješa Stankov, Ulrike Gretzel and Viachaslau Filimonau

The Youth Tourist: Motives, Experiences and Travel Behaviour
Anna Irimiás

The Creative Tourist: A Eudaimonic Perspective
Xavier Matteucci and Melanie Smith

Forthcoming Volumes:

The Business Tourist
Bernd Eisenstein, Julian Reif and Manon Krüger

The Responsible Tourist: Conceptualizations, Expectations and Dilemmas
Dirk Reiser and Volker Rundshagen

The Sport Tourist
Sean James Gammon



The Disabled Tourist: 
Navigating an Ableist  
Tourism World

BY

BRIELLE GILLOVIC
Auckland University of Technology, New Zealand

ALISON MCINTOSH
Auckland University of Technology, New Zealand

AND

SIMON DARCY
University of Technology Sydney, Australia

United Kingdom – North America – Japan – India – Malaysia – China



Emerald Publishing Limited
Emerald Publishing, Floor 5, Northspring, 21-23 Wellington Street, Leeds LS1 4DL.

First edition 2024

Copyright © 2024 Brielle Gillovic, Alison McIntosh and Simon Darcy.
Published under exclusive licence by Emerald Publishing Limited.

Reprints and permissions service
Contact: www.copyright.com

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, transmitted in 
any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise 
without either the prior written permission of the publisher or a licence permitting 
restricted copying issued in the UK by The Copyright Licensing Agency and in the USA 
by The Copyright Clearance Center. Any opinions expressed in the chapters are those 
of the authors. Whilst Emerald makes every effort to ensure the quality and accuracy of 
its content, Emerald makes no representation implied or otherwise, as to the chapters’ 
suitability and application and disclaims any warranties, express or implied, to their use.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-1-80455-829-4 (Print)
ISBN: 978-1-80455-828-7 (Online)
ISBN: 978-1-80455-830-0 (Epub)



Contents

List of Figures and Tables� vii

About the Authors� viii

Foreword� x

Chapter 1  Introduction� 1
Aspirational Beginnings� 1
The Dis/abled Tourist� 2
Inaccessible and Exclusionary Tourism Industry� 5
Enabling Access for the Dis/abled Tourist� 6
Structure of the Book� 7

Chapter 2  Disability and the Dis/abled Tourist Experience� 9
Introduction� 9
Historical Context� 10
Discourses of Disability� 11

Embodiment� 13
Language for and About Disability� 14

Disability Studies and Critical Disability Studies� 15
Disablism and Ableism� 16
Critical and Moral Turns in Tourism Research� 17
Researcher Positionality and Reflexivity� 18
Conclusion� 22

Chapter 3  The Meaning and Experience of Travel� 25
Introduction� 25
The Dis/abled Tourist Experience� 26

Barriers and Constraints to Tourism Participation� 26
Motivations, Meaning, and Benefits of Tourism Participation� 30
Delving into the Margins� 32
Elsie’s Story� 32
Chloe’s Story� 33
Jenny’s Story� 33
Chris’s Story� 34

Conclusion� 35



vi     Contents

Chapter 4  Care and the Dis/abled Tourist� 37
Introduction� 37
Care as a Practice and an Ethic in the Tourist Experience� 38
The Significance and Meaning of Care in the Tourist Experience� 39

Shelby’s Story� 40
Personal Experiences of Care� 40

Phoebe’s Story� 41
Cassie’s Story� 42

Relational Experiences of Care� 43
Nathan’s Story� 44
Gemma’s Story� 45

Social Experiences of Care� 46
Harriet’s Story� 47

Conclusion� 48

Chapter 5  From Good Intentions to Positive Action� 51
Introduction� 51
Strategic Approaches for a Global Tourism Industry� 51
Moving from Rhetoric to Reality� 53
Frameworks for Positive Action� 54

Destination Competitiveness and Sustainability� 54
Capability, Opportunity, and Motivation� 55
Smart Tourism and Ambient Intelligence� 56

Understanding the Travel Chain to Deliver Accessible Tourist  
Experiences� 57

Case Study: Travel Chain and Desired Accessible Tourism  
Destination Experience� 57

Understanding the Tourism Value Chain to Deliver Accessible  
Destination Experiences� 59
Conclusion� 60

Chapter 6  Conclusion� 61
The Tourist Experience� 61
An Aspirational Future� 62
To Conclude� 64

References� 65

Index� 81



List of Figures and Tables

Figures
Fig. 1.	� Simon Reef Fishing. � 57

Tables
Table 1.	� Key Characteristics of the Global Tourism Market of  

People with Disability.� 4
Table 2.	� Principles of a Social Justice-Oriented Agenda in  

Disability-Related Tourism Research.� 20
Table 3.	� Vignette of a Reflexive Account of a Researcher Without  

Disability.� 21
Table 4.	� Links in the Travel Chain for Reef Fishing on an Accessible  

Boat.� 58



About the Authors

Brielle Gillovic is a Senior Lecturer in the School of Hospitality and Tourism at 
Auckland University of Technology (AUT), New Zealand. She was awarded a 
Doctorate (PhD) by the University of Waikato, New Zealand, for her thesis titled 
Experiences of Care at the Nexus of Intellectual Disability and Leisure Travel. Her 
doctoral research contributed original insights into the practical, emotional, and 
relational dimensions of care during travel as experienced by carers and adults 
with intellectual disability. Brielle’s specific areas of research expertise are in dis-
ability, accessibility, and inclusion. Her wider research interests are founded in 
critical tourism studies, with a particular focus on issues of human dignity and 
equity, rights, and ethics. Brielle is on the editorial boards of Tourism Manage-
ment Perspectives and Frontiers in Sustainable Tourism, and is a regular reviewer 
for leading academic journals, including Annals of Tourism Research and the 
Journal of Sustainable Tourism. Brielle is also the Project Lead for AUT’s Tourism 
for All New Zealand Research Group, which champions accessible and inclusive 
tourism in New Zealand, and recognises the citizenship rights of people with 
disability and those living with chronic pain or terminal illness to tourism as an 
inclusive leisure activity.

Alison McIntosh is a Professor of Tourism in the School of Hospitality and Tour-
ism at Auckland University of Technology (AUT), New Zealand. Alison is known 
internationally for her work as a critical tourism scholar. She has published exten-
sively in leading international tourism and hospitality journals. A central theme 
of her research is the idea that experiential, qualitative, and social justice analyses 
reveal subjective, emotional, spiritual, and neglected aspects of tourism experi-
ences. Her research prioritises otherwise unheard voices, personal dimensions, 
distinct types of tourism encounters, and tourism in marginalised contexts. Her 
publications in the field contain both empirical and conceptual originality and 
contribute innovative research methodologies that prioritise issues of equity and 
empowerment through participation. In 2011, she was Founding Co-Editor of 
the international peer-reviewed journal, Hospitality and Society, a journal aimed 
at supporting critical and multidisciplinary perspectives on hospitality, and in 
2017 she co-founded the online open access journal, Hospitality Insights, to pro-
vide open access summaries of academic research to the hospitality industry 
and community. She is an active advocate of social change through meaningful 
research-community partnerships. In 2019, she established AUT’s Tourism for 
All New Zealand Research Group to champion accessible and inclusive tourism. 



About the Authors     ix

Previously, in 2014, she was Founding Co-Convenor of the University of Waika-
to’s New Zealand Network for Community Hospitality, which bridges academia 
and not-for-profits in tackling social issues facing our societies.

Simon Darcy is a Professor of Social Inclusion at the UTS Business School, Uni-
versity of Technology Sydney, Australia. He is an interdisciplinary mixed meth-
ods researcher with expertise in developing inclusive organisational approaches 
for diversity groups. Simon’s academic and industry-based work in disability, 
tourism, and accessible tourism has defined the field and led to collaborations 
with local, regional, national, and international destination management organi-
sations, including the United Nations World Tourism Organization. As one of 
the few scholars with lived experience of disability, as a high-level individual with 
a spinal cord injury who uses a power wheelchair, he brings an insider’s perspec-
tive that seeks to develop transformative solutions for transport, travel, and tour-
ism for the group. His seminal work on accessible tourism has paved the way for 
the global study of disability in the context of tourism, hospitality, and events. 
His research and industry collaborations on accessible tourism have been recog-
nised as outstanding through the World Leisure Organization’s Innovation Prize, 
and the United Nations World Tourism Organization’s publications on best prac-
tice in 2015 and 2021. His research team’s article on accessible tourism as part of 
destination competitiveness was awarded the Asociación Española de Expertos 
Científicos en Turismo best tourism research paper. Simon presented the Richard 
Jones Oration for the Queensland Anti-Discrimination Commission examining 
issues of transport, travel, and tourism as it relates to the United Nations Conven-
tion on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Simon is also a qualified environ-
mental planner and access auditor who has used these skills in strategic planning 
and research to improve the business practice of venues and major events, and 
through volunteer management research with the International Olympic Com-
mittee and the International Paralympic Committee. He is also a member of 
Standards Australia’s revision of AS1428 Access and Mobility and is Standards 
Australia’s representative on the International Organization for Standardization’s 
development of ISO/DIS 21902 Tourism and Related Services – Accessible Tour-
ism for All. Simon is actively involved in changing the practice of business, gov-
ernment, and the not-for-profit sector through implementing the outcomes of his 
research.



Foreword

This volume, by leading tourism and disability scholars, brings fresh and impor-
tant insights to debates in the field of tourism and ‘accessible tourism’ in par-
ticular. The authors challenge their peers to reflect critically on the prevailing 
concepts and language surrounding disability, which have shaped the study and, 
indeed, the practices related to tourism accessibility and inclusion over the past 
decades. A central thesis of their work is that the term, ‘the dis/abled tourist’, 
draws our attention to ‘…the disabling discourses that currently marginalise and 
oppress people with disability in their role of tourist’. While disability studies 
recognise the social and political implications of language, it is the goal of this 
book to expose, challenge, and dismantle the normative structures of a disabling 
and ableist tourism world. What really strikes home, is that the tourism sector has 
largely failed to recognise its moral responsibility to the voices and lived experi-
ences of people with disability, in designing tourism services that should ostensi-
bly be ‘for all’, without segregation or discrimination.

Tourism, in the way it is constructed, managed, and presented, is inevitably a 
reflection of the society in which it is situated. This makes accessible tourism a 
valuable subject when examining disability and the place of people with disability 
in society. Importantly, the authors indicate the need for a new mindset among 
tourism scholars, policy makers, and providers, with respect for and recognition 
of the diverse backgrounds, interests, and abilities of people with disability. With 
new and emerging frameworks and guidelines, there is an optimistic message that 
tourism sector actors and stakeholders can work together to deliver full and equi-
table access and inclusion of all tourists in the communities they visit.

By Ivor Ambrose,
Managing Director,

ENAT – European Network for Accessible Tourism



Chapter 1

Introduction

Aspirational Beginnings
Readers of this text may be familiar with the terms ‘the disabled tourist’, ‘the 
tourist with disability’, or the broader categorisation of ‘the access tourist’. 
Throughout this book, we insert a ‘/’ after the ‘dis’ in disabled, to draw important 
attention to the binary situation of those who live with or without disability. By 
highlighting the ‘dis’, we emphasise the need to move beyond binary thinking 
to raise awareness of the reality that those people who live with disability are 
also ‘able’ to assume the role of tourist. ‘The power of language is overwhelm-
ing’ (Corbett, 2013, p. 2) and the need for social change underlines our choice 
of terminology. We chose to write this book about the dis/abled tourist to locate 
our discussion firmly within the context of disability, and with a wider desire to 
challenge the normative structures of a disabling and ableist (tourism) world. 
This world is exclusionary, marginalising, and dis-abling, yet it has the potential 
to become one that is inclusive, dignifying, enabling, and empowering. Without 
attention to dismantling the normative structures, and a focus on enabling acces-
sibility and inclusion through changes to infrastructure, industry, and care provi-
sion (Michopoulou et al., 2015), an individual with disability may be unable to 
take on the role of tourist and remain disabled.

As such, we come together as three critical scholars who share an aspiration 
for a more humanised tourism academy and world. Our intention to act in ally-
ship with people with disability (Coons & Watson, 2013; Walmsley & Johnson, 
2003), ‘being with and for the other’ (de Laine, 2000, p. 16), serves as the inspira-
tion for this book. As a research team, we have been able to connect, meld, and 
share our personal histories and lived experiences, and the injustices of disability 
and tourism research. Indeed, this book presents a composite of some of our 
research, borne out of our relationships with the disability community and criti-
cal understandings of their lived tourist experiences. We hope, through this book, 
that readers are encouraged ‘to cast a more critical eye over the issues of inequal-
ity and injustice that tourism may perpetuate, but also on the ways in which tour-
ism offers possibility and potentiality to transform’ (Gillovic, 2019, p. 249).

A book on the dis/abled tourist allows us to ‘make space for the marginal-
ised’ (Russell-Mundine, 2012, p. 4), represent their voices with integrity, and raise 

The Disabled Tourist: Navigating an Ableist Tourism World, 1–8
Copyright © 2024 by Brielle Gillovic, Alison McIntosh and Simon Darcy
Published under exclusive licence by Emerald Publishing Limited
doi:10.1108/978-1-80455-828-720241001

http://doi.org/10.1108/978-1-80455-828-720241001


2     The Disabled Tourist

critical points for reflection and change to destabilise what is largely a disabling 
and ableist (tourism) world. These aspirations shape this book and aim to cata-
lyse a closer synergy between academic theory and lived experiences. For this rea-
son, throughout the book, we prioritise the lived experiences of the communities 
with whom we, and others, have built relationships and engaged in research. In 
this chapter, we set the scene by introducing readers to the definitions and context 
of disability, the significant barriers posed to participation in tourism, and the 
means to enable accessibility and inclusion.

The Dis/abled Tourist
It is important to first conceptualise disability. Globally, there are 1.3 billion peo-
ple with disability (World Health Organization [WHO], 2023), and over 3 bil-
lion people who are their family, friends, and carers (Return on Disability, 2014). 
Taken together, these figures tell us that more than half  of the world’s population 
are directly or indirectly affected by disability (Return on Disability, 2014). The 
incidence of disability varies by region and by country. Disability is both a cause 
and a consequence of poverty, and it disproportionately affects more vulnerable 
and disadvantaged populations (WHO & World Bank, 2011). Eighty per cent 
of people with disability live in less developed countries, or the Global South, 
in a state of poverty, and with limited or no access to healthcare, education, and 
employment (Darcy et al., 2010; Daruwalla & Darcy, 2005). By contrast, 10% to 
20% of the total population of developed countries, or the Global North, live 
with disability (Darcy et al., 2020).

The prevalence of disability is growing worldwide. This is due to lower rates 
of child mortality and higher life expectancies, more chronic health problems and 
non-communicable diseases (Bowen et al., 2002), an ageing population (United 
Nations [UN], 2015), and better disability measurement tools (WHO & World 
Bank, 2011). Disability can occur at any time during a person’s life, whether at 
birth; through accident, injury, or illness; or later in life (WHO & World Bank, 
2011). Disability, therefore, may be short-term or long-term, temporary or per-
manent, episodic, or multiple (Darcy & Dickson, 2009; WHO & World Bank, 
2011). Disability is indeed a part of the human condition, inevitably entering the 
lives of most people, be it in a temporary or permanent capacity, and whether 
directly for an individual or indirectly for someone close to them (Darcy &  
Dickson, 2009).

Definitions of  disability are ‘complex, dynamic, multidimensional and con-
tested’ (WHO & World Bank, 2011, p. 3). There is no single definition of dis-
ability; rather, it is an evolving concept (UN, 2006a). It happens when people 
with disability face attitudinal and environmental barriers in a world that has 
largely been designed by and for people without disability (Bogart & Dunn, 
2019; Figueiredo et al., 2012). This hinders their full and effective participation 
in society (UN, 2006a). Disability is defined by major medical and allied health 
organisations as ‘any restriction or lack (resulting from an impairment) of  abil-
ity to perform an activity in a manner within the range considered normal for 
a human being’ (WHO, 1980, p. 28). This definition covers three dimensions: 
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impairment, activity limitations, and participation restrictions (WHO, 2001). 
Impairment describes a problem in body structure or mental functioning (WHO, 
2001). Activity limitations describe the difficulties encountered when execut-
ing a particular action (WHO, 2001). Participation restrictions describe prob-
lems affecting involvement in normal daily activities (WHO, 2001). Disability is 
therefore a complex phenomenon that reflects the interaction between features 
of  a person’s body and features of  the society in which a person lives (Darcy &  
Dickson, 2009). We will interrogate this definition of disability further as the 
book progresses.

The disability experience varies greatly, affecting a diverse group of people 
with a wide range of needs. Disability can affect a person’s hearing, vision, or 
movement; memory, thinking, or learning; communication and relationships; and 
mental health (Darcy & Buhalis, 2011; Small & Darcy, 2011). People with dis-
ability are ‘those [individuals] who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or 
sensory impairments’ (UN, 2006a, p. 4). The result of the impairments is the expe-
rience of disability and what the implications of this are. Physical impairments 
have implications for mobility, dexterity, or stamina (Darcy & Buhalis, 2011; 
Domínguez et al., 2013). Sensory impairments have implications for hearing or 
vision (Darcy & Buhalis, 2011; Domínguez et al., 2013). Intellectual impairments 
have implications for comprehension, communication, and learning (Darcy &  
Buhalis, 2011; Domínguez et al., 2013). Psychological or psychiatric impair-
ments have implications for mental health and wellbeing (Darcy & Buhalis, 2011; 
Domínguez et al., 2013). Within both the everyday as well as the tourism context, 
people with disability have different types of impairments, varying levels of sup-
port needs (for instance, independent, low, medium, high, or severe) (Blichfeldt &  
Nicolaisen, 2011; Darcy & Buhalis, 2011; Figueiredo et al., 2012), as well as a vari-
ety of motivations and desired experiences (Michopoulou et al., 2015). ‘There is 
no single figure of disability’ (Breckenridge & Vogler, 2001, p. 352). Therefore, the 
heterogeneity and plurality of disability should be noted, and we take this diverse 
view of disability when we refer to ‘people with disability’ throughout this book, 
rather than the way that many scholars have regarded disability as a homog-
enous group.

There are both economic and social rationales supporting accessibility and 
inclusion in tourism (Rubio-Escuderos et al., 2021; Smith et al., 2013). The global 
tourism market of people with disability is neither niche nor small; it is a large 
market that is set to continue to grow due to population ageing. This market has 
a spending ability of US$1.9+ trillion (Return on Disability, 2014). The average 
travel group size for people with disability and their families, friends, and carers is 
2.5 people, meaning their spending power is significant (Tourism Research Aus-
tralia et al., 2018). There is a strong business rationale supporting the accessibility 
and inclusion of people with disability in tourism (Benjamin et al., 2020; Darcy 
et al., 2020). The economic benefits are well reported, and include greater rates of 
capacity, occupancy, and utilisation; heightened competitive advantage, market 
share, and profitability; and enhanced customer activity and loyalty (Card et al., 
2006; Shaw & Coles, 2004; Stumbo & Pegg, 2005). International data confirms 
the following key characteristics of this market in Table 1.
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Being able to participate in tourism is a human right (McCabe & Diekmann, 
2015; McCabe & Johnson, 2013). People with disability want and are exercis-
ing their right to access and enjoy tourism (Blichfeldt & Nicolaisen, 2011;  
Yau et al., 2004), which is considered to be an integral part of modern life 
(Bélanger & Jolin, 2011; McCabe et al., 2010; Shaw & Coles, 2004). Their partici-
pation in such experiences can provide positive intrapersonal and interpersonal 
outcomes, such as self-development or social inclusion, and they can feel free, in 
control, able, and confident (Figueiredo et al., 2012; Moura et al., 2017, 2022). 
International conventions, like the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) (UN, 2006a), and legislation within some 
individual countries, provide human rights frameworks to promote the full and 
equal enjoyment of people with disability in participating with dignity, equity, 

Table 1.  Key Characteristics of the Global Tourism Market of People with 
Disability.

It is neither niche nor small; it is a large market that is set to grow.

It reflects an ageing and affluent demographic: people are more likely to be 
aged 65 years and over.

Whilst the most prevalent impairment is mobility, many people have multiple 
impairments.

Share similar characteristics to people without disability in terms of 
motivations, accommodation types, and activities.

Average travel group size is 2.5 people.

Day visitor spending is particularly high.

Most people with disability take a domestic trip every year.

People with disability travel frequently, stay longer, and spend more than the 
average individual without disability.

People with disability are loyal and return to tourism offerings that support 
their requirements.

People with disability need accurate, up-to-date information about accessibility 
in order to plan their travel.

People with disability use websites and apps to book travel more than people 
without disability.

Previous experience and word-of-mouth are the most important sources of 
information for people with disability.

People with disability look for deals and offers for their companions and carers.

More people with disability would travel if  industry improvements were made.

Source: Adapted from Gillovic and McIntosh (2022).
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and inclusion in tourism (Michopoulou et al., 2015; Richards et al., 2010;  
Shaw & Coles, 2004; Stumbo & Pegg, 2005).

Inaccessible and Exclusionary Tourism Industry
Despite human rights frameworks and some country-specific legislation, there 
remain significant barriers to participation in tourism for people with disabil-
ity (Eichhorn et al., 2008; Michopoulou & Buhalis, 2013). ‘This indicates that 
tourism is not equally accessible to people with and without disabilities and 
that members of the former group may be denied an important social right’  
(Dempsey et al., 2021, p. 1). Tourism, for the most part, is developed by, and 
delivered for, people without disability (Aitchison, 2009; Figueiredo et al., 2012; 
Kastenholz et al., 2015). Barriers are ‘factors in a person’s environment that, 
through either their absence or presence, limit functioning and create disability’ 
(WHO & World Bank, 2011, p. 214). Often, multiple barriers will occur simulta-
neously, making functioning difficult (Daniels et al., 2005). While many tourists 
face some barriers to accessing and participating in tourism experiences, these 
are particularly amplified and unique for people with disability (Darcy, 2010; 
McKercher & Darcy, 2018). An individual’s participation in tourism depends on 
the interaction between the embodiment of their impairment and the accessibility 
of the industry’s different environments (Darcy & Dickson, 2009; McKercher &  
Darcy, 2018; Packer et al., 2007). Barriers, therefore, might be physical, commu-
nicative, informational, or attitudinal (Devile & Kastenholz, 2018; Eichhorn & 
Buhalis, 2011).

Physical constraints and barriers refer to aspects of the tourism supply chain, 
such as transport or accommodation, that are inaccessible; or, in the destina-
tion itself, barriers such as steps, and narrow or crowded spaces (Michopoulou &  
Buhalis, 2013). Informational barriers refer to the lack of accurate or reliable 
information around the level or nature of accessibility, such as out-of-date infor-
mation on a website (Darcy, 2010; Eichhorn et al., 2008). Related to informa-
tion are communicative barriers, which refer to information that is difficult to 
read, hard to understand, or published in limited formats (Figueiredo et al., 
2012; Kong & Loi, 2017). Examples of this include publications using technical 
language or small font size, or those not available in Braille or with captioning 
or sign language. Last, attitudinal barriers refer to the lack of awareness and 
knowledge among tourism providers, as well as the negative and discriminatory 
attitudes across society (Daruwalla & Darcy, 2005; Zhang et al., 2019). Such atti-
tudes manifest in assumptions about people’s abilities, stigma and stereotyping, 
and prejudice and discrimination (McIntosh, 2020; Sedgley et al., 2017). The 
portrayals of disability throughout history uncover how deeply ingrained these 
attitudes and stereotypes are, and indicate the underlying discrimination people  
with disability, as a group, face today (see Braddock & Parish, 2001; Stiker, 2019).

Barriers can prevent full participation or present significant obstacles to be 
navigated. As such, people with disability need to engage in considerable pre-
planning to find the information they need to ensure every element of a trip is 
accessible to them (Darcy & Buhalis, 2011). If  one element of the journey is 
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inaccessible, or poses significant barriers, they may not be able to travel at all 
(Daniels et al., 2005; Lee et al., 2012; Packer et al., 2007). In addition, hostile 
social attitudes and stigma may negatively affect the nature of the experience 
they have during travel (Innes et al., 2016; Richards et al., 2010; Small, 2015). 
Moreover, scholars are increasingly revealing the often disembodied, undignified, 
and dehumanised experiences of travel for people with disability because of the 
barriers they face – and through their agency and resilience, negotiate – during 
travel (McIntosh, 2020; Richards et al., 2010; Small et al., 2012).

Enabling Access for the Dis/abled Tourist
To overcome barriers, access must be enabled, and transformative solutions found 
for the dis/abled tourist. ‘Accessible tourism is not the future of tourism, but the 
future of tourism is less promising without accessible tourism’ (Smith et al., 2013, 
p. 9). Accessible tourism enables people with access requirements – whether they 
be mobility, vision, hearing, cognitive, or otherwise – to engage independently 
and with equity and dignity in tourism (Darcy & Dickson, 2009). This defini-
tion is inclusive of all people including those travelling with children in prams 
and seniors, as well as the families, friends, and carers who may travel with them 
(Darcy & Dickson, 2009). ‘No one is ever more than temporarily able-bodied’ 
(Breckenridge & Vogler, 2001, p. 356). As such, the definition highlights a whole-
of-life approach wherein most people, throughout the course of their life span, 
will benefit from the provisions brought about through the inclusion of accessible 
tourism initiatives (Darcy, Dickson, et al., 2021).

Accessibility, which we discuss in Chapter 5, ‘From Good Intentions to Posi-
tive Action’, in relation to the UNCRPD (2006a) definition, refers to the design 
of products, services, or environments for people with disability. It is about the 
ability of people with disability to engage with, use, participate in, and belong 
to, the world around them, such as through universal design (Gillovic &  
McIntosh, 2020). The antidote to the barriers mentioned above is that which ena-
bles access. Information must be accurate, reliable, and useful to people with dis-
ability, and the sources that information and other communicative material come 
from must be accessible (Buhalis & Michopoulou, 2011; Darcy et al., 2010). The 
social environment must also be welcoming, wherein local residents, other tour-
ists, and tourism professionals display appropriate awareness of, and attitudes 
towards, people with disability (Figueiredo et al., 2012). Lastly, the physical bar-
riers of the tourism supply chain or destination can be minimised and made more 
inclusive through universal design (Michopoulou et al., 2015; Nyman et al., 2017; 
Preiser & Ostroff, 2001).

Universal design is a reaction to, and critique of, conventional design that 
rarely considers a user’s interaction with and in the material world (Centre for 
Excellence in Universal Design, 2020b; Poli, 2019). ‘Universal design is the design 
and composition of an environment so that it can be accessed, understood and 
used to the greatest extent possible by all people regardless of their age, size, 
ability or disability’ (Centre for Excellence in Universal Design, 2020c, para. 1).  
It is not a design style; rather, it is an orientation to any design process that starts 
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with a responsibility to the experience of the user (Centre for Excellence in Uni-
versal Design, 2020b; Poli, 2019). Most simply, it is the human-centred design of 
everything and for everyone (Centre for Excellence in Universal Design, 2020b;  
Darcy & Dickson, 2009).

Universal design is assessed against its accessibility, usability, and understand-
ability, and is underpinned by seven principles (Centre for Excellence in Universal 
Design, 2020c). Equitable use means that designs ‘are useful and marketable to 
people with different abilities’. Flexibility in use, means that designs ‘accommo-
date a wide range of individual preferences and abilities’. Simple and intuitive 
use means that designs ‘are easy to understand, regardless of a user’s experience, 
knowledge, language skills, or current concentration level’. Perceptible informa-
tion means that designs ‘communicate necessary information effectively to a user, 
regardless of ambient conditions or an individual’s sensory abilities’. Tolerance 
for error ‘minimises hazards and adverse consequences of accidental or unin-
tended actions’. Low physical effort means that designs ‘can be used efficiently 
and comfortably, with a minimum level of fatigue’. Size and space for approach 
and use means that ‘appropriate size and space is provided for approach, reach, 
manipulation, and use, regardless of an individual’s body size, posture, or mobil-
ity’ (Centre for Excellence in Universal Design, 2020a, paras. 2–8).

In some tourism destinations, elements of universal design are found in 
national building codes, accessibility standards, and disability discrimination leg-
islation; however, the reality is that they are not always operationalised (Darcy  
et al., 2011). Tourism businesses and destinations need to view access as ‘central 
to a design rather than an add-on for compliance reasons’ (Darcy & Dickson, 
2009, p. 34). Implementing the principles of universal design into the planning, 
development, and delivery of tourism offerings will benefit not just people with 
disability but everyone (Darcy et al., 2010), as it considers occupational and safety 
issues, improves the quality of service, generates visitor satisfaction, expands the 
market base, reduces the effects of seasonality, and contributes to destination 
competitiveness and sustainability (Darcy & Dickson, 2009; Dominguez Vila  
et al., 2015).

Structure of the Book
Following the introductory context provided here, Chapter 2, ‘Disability and the 
Dis/abled Tourist Experience’, conceptualises disability within the context of the 
tourist experience. Our discussions are framed within a need to move people with 
disability from the margins to inclusion (Kastenholz et al., 2015). We give careful 
thought to historical and contemporary definitions and discourses of disability, 
recognition of the heterogeneity of disability, and the need for inclusive language. 
We approach disability in the tourist experience through a lens of ethics and jus-
tice, and position it within the critical and moral tourism turns. We argue for a 
new set of future research considerations to move this agenda forward.

Chapter 3, ‘The Meaning and Experience of Travel’, provides important 
understanding of the meaning and experience of travel for people with disabil-
ity. We highlight different dimensions of disability, unveiling what people with 
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disability sense and emotionally feel as they navigate an inaccessible tourism envi-
ronment. We prioritise the lived travel stories of people with disability to engen-
der their agency through negotiating the constraints and barriers they face on 
every trip they take in order to achieve the experiences they seek at a destination, 
and empowerment within such tourist experiences.

Chapter 4, ‘Care and the Dis/abled Tourist’, reflects on care as it relates to dis-
ability and the tourist experience. We posit care as both a practice and an ethic. 
Drawing on the lived experiences of carers, we reveal care as an activity that is 
both informal and formal, personal, and organised – and one that is emotion-
ally and relationally nuanced. For those people with disability who are unable 
to travel independently due to the nature of their disability and level of support 
needs, travelling with a carer is another nuanced dynamic that people without 
disability do not experience.

Chapter 5, ‘From Good Intentions to Positive Action’, presents a call to action. 
It proffers future directions for both industry and advocates to champion social 
change, to challenge, deconstruct, and engender more meaningful and equitable 
participation in tourism. We consider aspirational best practice for the tourism 
industry to become more accessible and inclusive through guidelines, legislation, 
and communities of practice.

In Chapter 6, ‘Conclusion’, we end the book by challenging tourism schol-
ars to engage in transformational research that prioritises inclusive processes 
and critically considers researcher positionality and their relationships with and 
within the disability community. The intention is to not only highlight the ‘dis’ in 
disabled tourist but to remove the marginalising label completely.
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