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Abstract 
The European Union is a major tourist destination. Taking into account the total number of tourists, five EU member 

states are among the world’s top ten destinations. The population of Europe is ageing. This phenomenon is a major 

challenge for the society, but at the same time, it also represents a great opportunity for local businesses and for the 

whole European economy. The Silver economy project of the EU aims to develop new strategies related to population 

ageing, mainly focusing on special technology services. Nowadays, the most important sectors of innovative 

development are working on solutions for elderly people even in the tourism industry. Senior people often have special 

accessibility needs, either related to their physical condition or for other reasons. For the less mobile elderly people, 

the lack of suitable accessibility can become a huge obstacle when going on holiday. Tourists with special accessibility 

needs are not one homogeneous group. However, despite the many differences within the group, travelling can be a 

real challenge for these people, especially when they are older. Accessible tourism should be able to make it easy for 

everyone to enjoy tourism. Accessible senior tourism – both for business and leisure purposes - represents a niche but 

growing market segment in the European Union. During decision making, tourism experts and urban planners must 

take into account the aspect of tourists with special needs, and design special tourism spaces for them so that they can 

travel, enjoy tourism destinations and take part in leisure and recreational activities just like any other tourist. The 

successful inclusion of people with special needs will serve the benefit of local people, too. My research aims to explore 

the effects of the successful inclusion of people with special needs, which will serve the benefit of local people, too. 
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1 Introduction 
The EU is currently among the world’s leading tourism destinations and does everything to keep 

its position. In doing so, they set an example by using the most up-to-date technologies, special 

innovations (Zsarnoczky, 2016a) and novel tourism trends. The tourism policy of the EU is setting 

a trend for the global tourism market. Being the global leader in tourism industry is of key 

importance for the economy of the EU, with regards to income and employment alike. The tourism 

of the EU is truly versatile and one of its most developing segment is accessible tourism. Accessible 

tourism is a niche tourism segment, where developers have to meet the highest standards both in 

quality and sustainability. Accessible tourism does not only serve the needs of those with special 

needs (EC, 2015a), but also provides solutions for the elderly (Zsarnoczky, 2016b), families with 

small children and tourist for whom safety is a priority.  

 

According to UNTWO, the world’s population is far more affected by disabilities than it had been 

thought before. At least 15% of the global population is involved somehow, which accounts for at 

least 1 billion people (UNWTO, 2013). Disability is the umbrella term for impairments, activity 
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limitations and participation restrictions, referring to the negative aspects of the interaction between 

an individual (with a health condition) and that individual’s contextual factors (environmental and 

personal factors) (WHO, 2011). Disabilities can appear in various forms, covering the whole 

spectrum of the accessible tourism market. The term disability not only refers to reduced mobility, 

visual impairment, hearing impairment, developmental disabilities, mental disabilities, learning 

disabilities or long-term health related disabilities: people with prostheses, allergies or other 

sensitivities, invisible disabilities and even the elderly all belong to this group. Among elderly 

people, the possibility of developing some form of disability is increasing with age (Zsarnoczky, 

2016c). Due to the demographic processes, the ratio of elderly people is growing in the EU. Taking 

into account the whole population, the number of senior people – represented by the 65+ age group 

– is above 88 million, which means that every 5th person belongs to this demographic group. Senior 

citizens and people with disabilities together represent a demographic group with significant 

economic importance within the EU. These people are consumers of the same economic sectors as 

other citizens, and under some specific circumstances, they often have stronger buying power. 

 

In the EU member states, there are no differences related to the local characteristics of disabilities. 

In tourism, the same services are offered to the elderly and the disabled, including accommodation, 

hotel services, conference & wellness packages and complementary programmes. With regards to 

the level of accessibility, there are significant differences between the member states. Special 

events and unique occasions can generate outstanding income. For instance, the Paralympic Games 

is a great opportunity to exhibit the latest sport results paired up with exceptional and extraordinary 

perseverance. Besides the competing athletes, trainers, other staff members and fans also 

participate at these events. In many cases, the athletes are accompanied by their whole families, 

who support them. This means even more income for the tourism service providers. The increasing 

awareness of accessible tourism will probably lead to a growing interest from the side of tourism 

stakeholders and decision makers.  

 

2 Methodology 
My research aims to examine accessible tourism, which is a relatively lesser-known tourism 

segment, prioritized by the European Union since 2015. While studying the respective literature, it 

has become clear that the industry itself is going through a constant change. Notwithstanding the 

literature of the previous decades, the studies of the past years had led to a dramatic change in the 

definition of the term disability: the former classifications had been altered and the target group 

had been widened. During my research, I have examined the interactions between disabilities and 

tourism. The research methods included interviews with experts, stakeholders in travel agencies 

and a service provider who is involved in a best practice project. Within the frameworks of a 

Hungarian case study, I also had the opportunity to conduct interviews with tourist with disabilities, 

who were regular guests at the examined destination.  My results offer a novel approach and further 

possibilities for additional research and tourism developments or investments; especially because 

there is only little experience and literature available on this new research field. 

 

3 Accessible tourism for all 
The term accessible tourism refers to a complex process. The general objective of accessible 

tourism is that all people – regardless of their situation and possibilities – can have access to all 

tourism services in all tourism destinations. To reach the concept of full accessibility, the 

implementation of a universal design planning concept is necessary (Darcy et al., 2009). The 
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demographic group of disabled people is not homogenous, but includes several smaller groups with 

different characteristics. Disabilities for instance can be divided into congenital (hereditary, 

prenatal or perinatal) disabilities and acquired disabilities that result from an accident or disease 

after birth. In an accessible society, the whole infrastructure serves the purposes of universal 

design, which is beneficial not only for the disabled, but for families, elderly people, businesses 

and for the whole society. This attitude towards accessibility is a novel approach and has only a 

few research results and data so far, especially with regards to the specific subject of tourism 

(Souca, 2010). 

 

In 2015, the tourism industry registered 1.72 billion travels, 5.985 billion guest nights and 408.306 

billion EUR income in the European Union (EUROSTAT, 2017). The expenditures of disabled 

people represented a significant ratio within these outstanding results. However, not all types of 

disabilities were registered in the statistics: the numbers only show the visible forms of different 

impairments (mobility, hearing, speech, developmental and mental disabilities). Although hidden 

(visually not recognisable) disabilities like surgical removals or prostheses are not recorded in the 

statistics, experts estimate the number of people living with hidden disabilities as least the same as 

those of with visible impairments. It means that the whole group of disabled people accounts for a 

lot more that the size of the group of people living with visible disabilities. According to data from 

2011, the number of disabled people in the 15-64 age group was 49.8 million, while 88.8 million 

belonged to the 65+ age group, of which 37.4 were male and 64.4 million female. Within the 65+ 

age group, there is a growing tendency of multiple disabilities and disabilities related to ageing 

(Buhalis et al., 2011). From the aspect of our research, the numbers of the two groups add up to a 

total of 138.6 million people, which means approximately 36% of the total population of 500 

million people living in the EU. The total number of travels by people with disabilities was 744.3 

million, predicted to reach 861.9 million by 2020, with a growth rate of 1.64%. The net expenditure 

of tourists and disabled people in the EU is 150 billion EUR: The average tourist expenditure is 

700 EUR within their home country and 1100 EUR in other member states. The average amount 

of daily tourism expenditure is 80 EUR (EC, 2014). The expenditures of accessible tourism show 

a growing tendency on other continents as well.  

 

In the U.S, statistics are drawn up with different methods, but according to data from 2015, the 

total spending on accessible tourism was 13.6 billion USD in 2002, and reached 17.3 billion USD 

by 2015. Participants of accessible tourism in the U.S prefer domestic travelling or within the 

continent (Buhalis et al., 2012). On average, they travel three times a year, and spend 500 USD 

during a five day trip (ODO, 2015). However, the amount of expenditure can be significantly higher 

if the purpose of the accessible travel is related to medical services (Zsarnoczky, 2016d). 

 

The European accessible tourism organisations represent very important added values in the 

accessible tourism industry. The most significant organisations are the European Network for 

Accessible Tourism (ENAT), the One-Stop-Shop for Accessible Tourism in Europe (OSSATE) 

and the Spanish ONCE Foundation (Once Foundation for the Social Inclusion of Persons with 

Disabilities). European tourist with disabilities can rely on the support of several websites and local 

programmes. One of the most successful websites is the Europe For All1 portal that offers practical 

guidelines and descriptions. Another popular site is Pantou2, an initiative by the European 

                                                 
1 http://www.europeforall.com 
2 https://pantou.org/ 
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Commission, which collects travel services and destinations in the EU: The European Union takes 

particular care to provide a wide availability of accessible information systems (AIS) in the 

accessible tourism industry. During the development of tourism products, great emphasis is put on 

the uniform standardisation of signs and pictographs, and as for digital and ICT platforms, the 

harmonisation of mobile applications, visual signs, fonts and colours is also important (UNWTO, 

2016a). The development of tourism products is mainly the responsibility of service providers; 

however, the community programmes of the EU can further contribute to their success by 

collecting and offering these services in a standardised way (EC, 2015b).  

 

Infrastructure is a key factor in all sectors of tourism (Tóth et al., 2010). In case the infrastructure 

is not good enough, tourists will choose shorter trips to closer destinations; if the infrastructure is 

satisfying, they will travel further for a longer period. Investors of accessible tourism have to face 

challenges that cover much more than just special standards regarding architecture. It is useful to 

involve people with disabilities as early as the planning stage of destination development, in order 

to exploit their first-hand experiences and suggestions during the implementation. Based on their 

experience, an accessible tourism destination should include: 

- an accessible website, 

- accessible transportation, 

- accessible accommodation facilities, 

- accessible catering services, 

- accessible program offers, 

- accessible local information, 

- safe environment, 

- professional service providers and staff. 

 

In accessible tourism, the availability of professional staff, who understand the special needs of 

people with disabilities is a key requirement. The competence of staff members greatly improves 

the level of services and by increasing guest satisfaction, also contributes to a larger income. For 

example, tourists with disabilities like to purchase tourism services designed for them, especially 

when these services are labelled with a unique trademark (HSU et al., 2002). 

 

For the operators of accessible tourism destinations, it is important to provide wide-spectrum 

trainings for their staff that covers the whole structure of services. Corporate marketing experts and 

website designers just as much need to have a clear understanding of the needs of tourist with 

disabilities as facility managers and front office employees (Kyriakidou et al. 2010). The 

introduction and high quality operation of accessible services can earn important market benefits 

for tourism service providers (SCANDIC, 2010). The average wages are not really high in the 

tourism industry. However, as high quality accessible services require special professional skills, 

it is a good opportunity to offer higher salaries for employees who meet the higher standards of 

this special sector. Based on the needs of the market, these specialised competences and skills 

should be included in the curricula of vocational schools and tourism professional trainings 

(Zsarnoczky 2016e). At the moment, the tourism education in the European Union lacks sufficient 

education experience in the field of accessible tourism and there is a great need to collect and 

publish the existing good practices. In the past decade, accessible tourism has proven to be a 

business success (UNWTO 2016b). A lot of outstanding projects had been implemented in the 

sector, especially in North America and Canada, and they can serve as good practices for 

international adaptation. An excellent example for that is the Kéroul project (KÉROUL, 2011), that 
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- similarly to European projects - provides fully accessible tourism services for people with 

disabilities.  

 

4 Results 
The tourism industry in Europe is constantly changing and developing. Some of the impacts 

influencing its changes are external like climate change (Zsarnoczky, 2017a), while others are 

generated by research and innovation results that offer novel opportunities for some specific age 

groups (Zsarnoczky, 2017b). As a preparation for this current research, we took a study trip to 

Finland in 2016, where we gained practical first hand research experience from Prizztech Ltd, a 

company that develops special equipment for people with disabilities. During the same trip, we 

also studied the 135 points of the accessibility standard of the SCANDIC hotel chain in Pori. The 

Scandic hotel chain was the first large tourism stakeholder which - foreseeing the upcoming trends 

in tourism - defined itself as an accessible tourism service provider. Their room standards and 

accessible routes within the hotel facilities have set the guidelines for other European tourism 

providers. The improvement of the accessibility awareness of the whole society and the 

advancement of universal design is going through a rapid development in Northern-European 

countries: for example, instead of gender differentiation, tourism service providers develop their 

unisex restrooms in line with the capacity of the facilities.  

 

A case study of accessible tourism in Hungary  

My research was carried out in Hungary with the aim to explore the overall situation of accessible 

tourism. Hungary adopted the UN’s Standard Rules on the Equalization of Opportunities for 

Persons with Disabilities in 2007, granting equal accessibility for tourism and recreation services 

for persons with disabilities in all member countries. The Act XCII. of 2007 grants equal 

accessibility to all organised tourism services for disabled persons in Hungary, too. The adaptation 

of the UN’s regulation was followed by the implementation of the National Disability Programs 

(OGY, 2015) an in 2017, special awareness was raised to the importance of universal design 

planning (OGYH, 2017).  

 

A Hungarian and a Polish travel agency (Hungary4all and Accessible Tour) were involved in our 

research focusing on the destinations located in the Northern Hungarian region. According to their 

answers, there are only a few service providers operating in the area and the rural destinations in 

the Northern Hungarian region are very popular among tourists with disabilities. The tranquil rural 

environment where tourists can enjoy the vicinity of nature is popular among senior people, too 

(Zsarnoczky, 2017b). Senior and disabled tourist especially like the Mátra mountains and the 

surrounding areas, mainly due to the high quality health tourism, rehabilitation and wellness 

services that are available in the area. The Mátra mountains is a dynamically developing health 

tourism destination (Zsarnoczky, 2015). However, our research has revealed that there is still a 

significant shortage in accessible tourism services in the private sector. An interesting example is 

located in the vicinity of the Mátra, in Told in Nógrád county, where special tourism services are 

offered for children with autism and learning disabilities: thanks to the help of professional 

caretakers, the families can take aided trips in the woodlands of the area. This type of special 

tourism service is unique in Hungary. 

 

The data for our research were collected at our research site: the Matra Resort3 tourist destination 

                                                 
3 Matra Resort http://matraresort.com 
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in Parádsasvár, located in the Northern Mátra mountains, which offers complex tourism services. 

While choosing my research location, it was important that the Matra Resort is also a best practice 

in tourism destination development in Hungary: the planning and preparation of implementation 

started in 2011, and the resort is the first and so far the only destination in Hungary registered and 

accredited by ENAT, Pantue and Europe For All. For the purposes of our research, the Matra Resort 

– Au Naturel Guesthouses offered access to the business records of the first 3 years of their 

operation. The project mainly specialises in health tourism services for senior people and accessible 

tourism, and they keep statistical records of the guest nights spent by senior guests and tourists 

with disabilities.  

 

In contrary with common stereotypes, their guests are not only wheelchair users but also people 

with internal organic diseases who participate in curative drinking therapies or tea therapies, for 

which they collect herbs themselves in the nearby forests. According to the statistics of the resort, 

their guests usually travel with friends or relatives. Most of the guests are frequent visitors, who 

are always open to novel services and who are likely to recommend the place to other people living 

with disabilities. At the early planning stage of the Matra Resort – Park Royal investment project, 

special attention was given to accessibility. In the opinion of the developers, the detailed functions 

of the facility always have to be planned in advance precisely, because it is always more expensive 

to make alterations for accessibility purposes in the later stages. As the special professional 

competences of the staff also play key importance in the quality of services, the employees of the 

resort attended several training sessions to develop their professional skills and personal sensitivity. 

The business success of a tourism destination always depends on the quality of complementary 

services and the support of local people. In the case of the Matra Resort project, the Municipality 

of Parádsasvár has always been supportive and open to any incentives that serve the benefit of local 

tourism development.  

 

Our questionnaire survey was carried out among guests with disabilities visiting the Matra Resort 

– Au Naturel Guesthouses. All of the 14 respondents claimed to have average income. 

 
Figure 1 Increasing ratio of accessible tourism guest nights 

 
 

Figure 1 clearly shows that both the number of guest nights and accessible tourism guest nights are 

increasing. Although only the data of the first six months are available for 2017, it is clear that the 

initial 5% ratio of accessible guest nights has reached 10%, which translates to a 100% growth if 

the tendency continues in the second half of the year. 
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Figure 2 Age groups of tourists with accessibility needs 

 
 

Figure 2 indicates that the largest age group of tourist with accessibility needs is that of the 60-74, 

with 40%. The 29% of 45-59 age group represents the same ratio as the total number of the groups 

of 15-29, 30-44 and 75+ altogether. As for the time spent at the facility, the average number of 

guest nights was 1.3, with an 50-50% distribution between weekdays and weekends. According to 

the visitors, their travel decision was based on their preference of the specially designed 

guesthouses over large and crowded hotel chains.  

 
Figure 3 Factors influencing accessible travel decisions 

 
 

Figure 3 shows the ranking and distribution of factors influencing accessible travel decisions. 

Tourists with disabilities primarily make travel decisions based on the opinion of their friends and 

rely less on the special offers targeting them. The online offers and printed brochures of travel 

agencies influence their decisions at a similar level. The regional and attraction distances of the 

Matra Resort destination are estimated to be 50-100 and 100-150 km circles, with around 50-50% 

of guests with accessibility needs coming from both zones.  

 

Based on the questionnaires and personal interviews, the following general characteristics were 

drawn up in connection with tourist with accessibility needs: 
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- the high quality of travel infrastructure is a priority for them, 

- accessibility is just as important for them as the quality of the accommodation, 

- they demand accessible attractions at the accommodation facility, 

- they are curious and demand easily understandable information while at the destination, 

- they demand equal treatment and component staff, 

- they tend to travel regardless of the seasons, but the cost-value rate is important for them, 

- they prefer the vicinity of nature and safe environment, 

- they rely on the experience of others when arranging their travel, 

- they usually travel with friends or relatives, 

- they like shopping. 

 

The Matra Resort is located in a mountainous area in a landscape protection area in Parádsasvár, 

surrounded by woodlands and hiking trails. Based on the demand on their visitors with accessibility 

needs, the facility plans to provide accessible hiking opportunities for their guest beyond the 

successful herb collecting trips that are already available. Their catering services are also being 

improved: the resort will be equipped with adjustable tables, and their guests with visual 

impairment will be provided with advance information on staff, meals and serving. 

 

Accessible tourism represents a complex approach. The Matra Resort project is not only a pioneer 

of Hungarian accessible tourism, but it also sets a trend for others to introduce similar services. 

The European Union is foreseen to support the further development of accessible tourism, 

especially because this segment represents a significant business opportunity, too.  

 

5 Conclusions 
Accessible tourism is a priority in the European Union. Although related to the whole tourism 

industry, the intensity of accessible tourism is relatively low at the moment, the statistical data 

show an increasing tendency in the sector. People with disabilities represent a significant 

demographic group in the EU and together with the group of senior people, they account for an 

important target market in tourism. People with disabilities and senior (65+) citizens have the same 

motivations when it comes to relaxation and quality leisure time to be spent at reliable tourism 

service providers. In accessible tourism, visitors are less dependent on the seasons and they usually 

travel with companion. The breakdown of mental barriers towards accessible tourism is important 

for the whole society. The most important challenge for tourism service providers is the sufficient 

training of their staff, because tourists with disabilities like visiting the same places and participate 

in returning guest programmes. Investors of accessible tourism need to take into account multiple 

factors like universal design, transport infrastructure, accessible information resources and the 

adaptation of good practices. The example of Matra Resort in Parádsasvár, Hungary not only 

proves the high return rate of professional planning, but also serves as a good practice of accessible 

tourism attraction development. Accessible tourism is facing a bright future in the European Union, 

and the results of the developments will be beneficial for the whole society.  
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