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Abstract. For information systems to be successful, it is important to involve
and consider the perspective of all stakeholders. In the accessible tourism market,AQ1

higher education institutions (HEI) are a very important stakeholder, playing a
major role in training and research. This work intends to explore the informa-
tion requirements that are most valued by higher education institutions in order
to conceptualize a Web-based information system which is capable of promot-
ing more accessible tourism conditions for visitors with disabilities (VwD). To
achieving this goal, questionnaires were applied to a sample of students and direc-
tors of tourism in HEI. Generally speaking, both groups understood the need forAQ2

a Web platform and also revealed interest in using it. Regarding information to
retrieve from the platform, accessible market characteristics and training opportu-
nities were highlighted, while inputs connected to research sharing were the best
regarded. Overall, this work allows a general view of information technologies in
education, for the specific case of accessible tourism.AQ3

Keywords: Accessible tourism · Higher education institutions · Information
systems

1 Introduction

One of the main challenges in accessible tourism is to deliver accessible information to
visitors with disabilities (VwD). Information systems can be excellent tools for informa-
tion sharing between VwD and tourism organizations, which helps to promote accessible
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tourism. Despite this, research shows that technology solutions to promote accessible
tourism based on the Web are currently very scarce. With the growth of the accessible
tourism market and all the potential associated with it, Web platforms can be an excellent
way to capitalize on it. The success of Web systems depends on how well they fits the
users’ needs [1]. Therefore, it is imperative to understand how information exchange
should be processed. This interaction is mainly defined by the inputs and outputs traded
between the users and the information platform [2]. In addition to this, it is important
to assure that the system in this area can work as a technological solution to overcome
accessibility constraints in tourism.

Another very important aspect for the development of accessible tourism and over-
coming barriers and constraints is training [3]. The accessible tourism market has specific
needs, which require more attention in terms of their information requirements for sup-
port and the offer of adapted tourism products implies tourism industry staff having the
knowledge and skills needed to work with the accessible tourism market [4]. For this
reason, organizations responsible for training human resources in tourism, like higher
education institutions (HEI), are important actors in the creation of a more inclusive
accessible tourism market.

The scarce literature in this area suggests that the people working in the tourism
industry have little information on the needs and travel constraints of people with dis-
abilities (PwD) [5] and that the information delivered by traditional information sources
to this market is frequently inadequate, inaccurate or incomplete [6]. Moreover, few
studies use an integrative perspective of all the stakeholders that should be involved in
the creation of tourism experiences for the accessible market (demand, supply agents and
HEI). Therefore, this study is part of a research project that intends to overcome this gap,
by conceptualizing a platform for improving accessible tourism conditions for people
with special needs (PwSN), by integrating the three essential stakeholders: accessible
tourism market, tourism supply agents and organizations responsible for training human
resources in tourism.

The present paper aims to analyse how universities and other HEI in the tourism
field can contribute to the development of an accessible tourism information platform.
To achieve this goal, the paper is divided into five parts. After the introduction, theoretical
background about the discussed topic is presented, namely the importance of information
systems and the role of higher education study programmes in accessible tourism. The
third part presents a description of the applied methodology. In section four, the results
obtained indicate the information that HEI intend retrieve and insert into a potential
platform. In the last section, the main conclusions, limitations and some suggestions for
future research are pointed out.

2 Literature Review

2.1 Information Systems in Accessible Tourism

In tourism, PwD have greater accessibility requirements, as well as the need for more
detailed and specific information, especially while searching for tourism activities [7] and
planning travel. However, as stated by Waschke [8], the supply of specific information is
scarcer for those with higher accessibility requirements. As a consequence, the tourism
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The Role of Higher Education Institutions 3

industry fails to appeal to PwD and thus ignores possible business opportunities and
wastes this considerable potential market [9].

In tourism, the use of information systems can be primarily responsible for facili-
tating access conditions for people with any disability. This type of system allows easy
access for PwD to a range of tourism activities [10], contributing to better tourism expe-
riences. This type of systems can be a crucial aspect for the integration of the digital
world, accessibility and tourism [11]. As new digital activities increase, the amount of
data also increases exponentially, making the effective processing of data a significant
activity. These systems can provide data processing and improve information manage-
ment by helping to distinguish which information is essential and which is not relevant
[12], which can be particularly important for VwD with specific information require-
ments. A lot of data exists on various types of platforms like Web-systems and social
media. This type of platform is now the preferred means of communication in tourism
[13], so its capacity cannot be underestimated. Information, therefore, is the foundation
for accessible tourism, and because of that, the role of information systems is crucial.
However, the process of building an accessible tourism platform is a somewhat complex
task, and therefore should combine the cooperation of many entities, not only PwD, but
also the different stakeholders involved in the accessible tourism market environment
[14].

2.2 Importance of Higher Education Study Programmes for Accessible Tourism

According to the World Health Organization, 15% of the world’s population has some
kind of disability and/or impairment [15]. More recently, a report published by the
European Commission on the economic impact of accessible tourism in Europe revealed
that about 138.6 million people in the European Union had some kind of specific need
for mobility [16], and by 2020 this number is expected to be in the order of 154.6
million. The world’s population is also ageing [17]. Accessible tourism is a growing
market, including not only PwD and seniors, but also people with other special needs
(e.g. pregnant women, people with respiratory diseases and diabetics) [18], which should
not be ignored by the tourism industry.

Accessible tourism is a very heterogeneous market and requires the offer of adapted
tourism products and hospitality staff with specific skills to respond adequately to their
specific needs. However, in most cases, those special needs are either unknown or ignored
by the agents of the tourism industry [19]. In addition, negative attitudes and insensitivity
of staff are common behaviours towards visitors with special needs [20]. This results
in numerous constraints, which have a negative impact when people with special needs
purchase tourism products or services. Given this, some authors have highlighted the
importance of training to overcome these constraints [21]. Tourism staff should receiving
training to recognize and understand the particular needs of PwD and attending customers
appropriately without any prejudice [22]. The importance of training is known, but
the literature in this area is limited and highlights that in the majority of countries,
tourism schools have not initiated any specialized programmes for the requirements of
the accessible tourism market. Moreover, in Portugal, the literature in this field is very
scarce [4].
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3 Methodology

3.1 Objectives and Contextualization

The results presented in this article are part of a research project that aims to develop
an innovative tool, a Web application named Access@Tour. This application will work
similar to a Web based information system to support information management in the
context of accessible tourism. Access@Tour will promote communication, information
sharing, accordingly to suggestions based on users’ profiles and knowledge transfer
among three types of users, specifically (i) consumers (PwD, the elderly and other people
with functional limitations); (ii) supply agents (producers, accommodation units, food
& beverage units, transport and tourism animation enterprises, intermediaries – travel
agents and tour operators, and public organizations with responsibility in the sector); and
(iii) institutions responsible for training in tourism (HEI). The intention is also that the
platform work as a repository of knowledge, where accessible tourism-related research
can be shared and training elements can be obtained.

The challenge of this work is to examine the role of HEI in the conceptualization of a
Web platform for accessible tourism, by understanding information considered relevant
to insert into and retrieve from a potential platform (Access@Tour). This platform will
stimulate communication among all actors involved in the creation of tourism experi-
ences and simultaneously create knowledge that could be used to improve research and
training in the accessible tourism.

3.2 Data Collection and Analysis

As the literature review showed, studies about this theme are still limited and question-
naires are an efficient method of collecting primary information about the topic under
analysis [4]. To evaluate the perspectives of HEI and so capture some information require-
ments that should be included in the platform, two self-administered questionnaires were
applied to a sample of students and all directors of Portuguese higher education tourism
study programmes (PHETSP). Table 1 illustrates the process used to collect the data.

The questionnaires administered were developed based on the literature regarding
accessible tourism and education [e.g. 4, 21, 22]. Five-point Likert-type scales were used
to examine the relevance attributed to the creation of a digital platform (ranging from 1
= “not relevant” to 5 = “highly relevant”), the probability of using it (ranging from 1 =
“not at all likely” to 5 = “very likely”), the type of information that should be retrieved
(ranging from 1 = “not important” to 5 = “very important”), and inputs that users would
like to insert on the platform (ranging from 1 = “not at all likely” to 5 = “very likely”).
The questionnaires also included a number of socio-demographic questions, important
for understanding the profile of the respondents. To test the readability, feasibility, layout,
style and clarity of questions, a pilot test was conducted with a sample of 10 directors
and 42 students. Based on the results of these pre-tests, additional modifications to the
questionnaires were made.

The analysis of the results obtained was carried out using the SPSS software. A
descriptive analysis was adopted to calculate frequencies, means and standard deviations.
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The Role of Higher Education Institutions 5

Table 1. Data collection procedure

Directors of PHETSP Students of PHETSP

Population: all directors of PHETSP
(undergraduate and master’s degree) – 76
Instrument used to collect the data: questionnaire
Sources used to design the questionnaire:
literature review, HEI websites and National
Agency of Degree Accreditation (A3ES)

Population: all students of PHETSP
(undergraduates and master’s students)
Instrument used to collect the data: questionnaire
Sources used to design the questionnaire:
literature review, HEI websites and A3ES

Administration: Online
(October 2019 – June 2020)

Administration: Online and face-to-face
questionnaires
(October 2019 – June 2020)

Language: Portuguese Language: Portuguese/English

Sampling approach: Non-probabilistic

Sample size: 42 valid questionnaires Sample size: 508 valid questionnaires

4 Findings

4.1 Sample Profile

Table 2 summarizes the demographic profile of the sample (students and directors of Por-
tuguese higher education tourism study programmes (PHETSP). In relation to students,
the majority seem to be taking a bachelor degree (89.4%), have Portuguese national-
ity (93.9%), are female (75.2%), declare no disability (97%) and be around 22 years
old. Regarding the directors, the biggest share are responsible for a first study cycle
(65.9%), have Portuguese nationality (97.6%), are female (64.3%), almost none declare
a disability (95.2%) and are around 46 years old.

Table 2. Sample profile

Sample profile Students Directors

N % Mean Std.
deviation

N % Mean Std.
deviation

Tourism study cycle

Undergraduate 454 89.40 29 65.90

Master’s 54 10.60 13 29.50

Nationality

Portuguese 477 93.90 41 97.60

Other 31 6.10 1 2.40

Gender

Male 126 24.80 15 35.70

Female 382 75.20 27 64.30

Has a disability

No 493 97.00 40 95.20

Yes 15 3.00 2 4.80

Age 508 22.56 6.91 42 46.00 6.56
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4.2 Attributed Relevance and Probability of Use

As can be observed in Fig. 1, directors and students consider the Access@Tour platform
to be relevant. Moreover, both reveal a great likelihood of using it. However, some differ-
ences were observed between these two groups in terms of relevance and interest in this
platform. Students give higher importance to the creation of the platform Access@Tour,
when compared with the directors; however, they expressed less probability of using it.

Fig. 1. Relevance and probability of using

On the other hand, the directors point out an opposite direction; they considering the
creation of this platform less important, but they state a higher intention to use it when
compared with the students. These different perspectives may be related to the different
profiles of these two groups in terms of knowledge and of access to information related
to the accessible tourism market. Based on these results, it is important to highlight the
relevance that students attach to a platform with these characteristics, showing a high
sensibility to the characteristics and relevance of the accessible tourism market.

4.3 Relevant Information to Insert on the Platform

The inputs that users related to HEI would like to insert on the platform are represented
in Table 3. Regarding students, four main characteristics should be inserted into the
platform. Testimonials about training and work experience related to accessible tourism
market are the most highlighted. The students’ intention of inserting this type of infor-
mation suggests that they recognize the importance of sharing their own experiences so
that others can obtain more knowledge of the main information requirements to satisfy
the needs of this growing market. This can point out the lack of accessible tourism train-
ing (theoretical and practical) in PHETSP, as indicated in literature [4]. Conversely, they
showed less interest in sharing their curriculums.
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The Role of Higher Education Institutions 7

Regarding the information that directors are more interested in inserting on the
platform, education and research are the areas where they are most available to share
information (research networks, academic works and research projects on accessible
tourism).

Table 3. Information to insert on the platform

Information to insert on the platform N Mean Std.
deviation

Students Testimonials about training experiences targeted for the
accessible tourism market

508 3.64 1.12

Testimonials about work experiences related to the
accessible tourism market (curricular internships, part-time
jobs)

508 3.64 1.13

Dissemination of personal projects (cultural and business)
for the accessible tourism market

508 3.59 1.15

Curriculum vitae 508 3.24 1.22

Directors Research networks in accessible tourism 42 4.60 0.62

Academic work in accessible tourism 42 4.60 0.66

Research projects in accessible tourism 42 4.51 0.70

Complementary offers in accessible tourism 42 4.49 0.67

Curricular offers in accessible tourism 42 2.88 1.76

Other information 42 2.51 1.76

Note: scale from 1 – Not at all likely to 5 – Very likely

4.4 Information to Retrieve from the Platform

Table 4 presents the information that students and directors are interested in obtaining
from this platform. Although both directors and students attach a high importance to
the different types of information described in Table 4, the directors, as expected, assign
greater importance to different types of information when compared to students.

Table 4. Information to retrive from the platform

Information to retrieve from the
platform

Students (N = 508) Directors (N = 42)

Mean Std. D Mean Std. D

Market
characteristics

Needs of the
accessible tourism
market

4.28 0.88 4.49 0.70

(continued)
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Table 4. (continued)

Information to retrieve from the
platform

Students (N = 508) Directors (N = 42)

Mean Std. D Mean Std. D

Types of
experiences sought
by the accessible
tourism market

4.26 0.84 4.63 0.58

Specific equipment
related to the
accessible tourism
market

4.22 0.85 4.70 0.56

Constraints of the
accessible tourism
market
(infrastructures,
communication,
interaction and
information)

4.21 0.84 4.77 0.53

Types of tourism
destinations sought
by the accessible
tourism market

4.21 0.88 4.58 0.70

Motivations to
travel of the
accessible tourism
market

4.15 0.89 4.72 0.59

Employer
needs

Information about
employers’ needs
related to the
accessible tourism
market

4.07 0.86 4.65 0.61

Training
opportunities

Training related to
the treatment,
communication and
interaction with the
accessible tourism
market

4.27 0.85 4.72 0.59

Training related to
the safety in the
accessible tourism
market

4.24 0.83 4.63 0.62

Training in tourism
animation for the
accessible tourism
market (e.g. sport,
cultural, and
environmental)

4.20 0.88 4.44 0.80

(continued)

A
ut

ho
r 

Pr
oo

f



The Role of Higher Education Institutions 9

Table 4. (continued)

Information to retrieve from the
platform

Students (N = 508) Directors (N = 42)

Mean Std. D Mean Std. D

Training courses in
accessible tourism

4.15 0.89 4.65 0.61

Training areas most
valued by the
employers related
to the accessible
tourism market

4.06 0.87 4.49 0.67

Training in
handling specific
equipment related
to the accessible
tourism market

4.05 0.91 4.44 0.85

Job
opportunities

Job offers in
accessible tourism

4.22 0.89 4.65 0.61

Internship offers in
accessible tourism

4.15 0.99 4.60 0,66

Education/
research

Funding
programmes in
accessible tourism

4.09 0.91 4.65 0.53

Higher education
tourism study
programmes in
Portugal with
curricular units in
accessible tourism

4.07 0.93 4.35 0.81

Bibliography in
accessible tourism

3.64 1.06 4.51 0.63

Projects and
networks in
accessible tourism

Na Na 4.56 0.63

Complementary
information

Legislation and
practical guides in
accessible tourism

3.92 0.96 4.53 0.67

Other types of
information

1.77 1.36 4.19 1.22

Note: scale from 1 – Not important to 5 – Very important; Na – Not applicable

Concerning the different types of information, both directors and students attach
greater importance to the characteristics of the accessible tourism market, followed
by information on employment and training opportunities in this area. Regarding the
characteristics of the accessible tourism market, while students reveal more interest in
information about the needs of this market, directors reveal more interest in obtaining
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information on travel constraints of this market. In terms of employment opportuni-
ties, both the students and directors consider it relevant to obtain information on jobs
and internship opportunities from this platform. Concerning training opportunities to
increase competences of tourism human resources in accessible tourism, both students
and directors reveal great interest in all training opportunities mentioned in Table 4.
However, the greatest interest is on training opportunities on the treatment, communica-
tion and interaction with the accessible tourism market. These results demonstrate the
awareness of interaction with accessible tourism groups, which is aligned with the rec-
ommendation for research in this area to focus on training in these matters [3, 21]. While
training in interaction is valued, technical knowledge like how to handle equipment is
considered less relevant for the corresponding groups. Regarding relevant information
for education/research tasks, directors once again assign more importance to obtaining
relevant information from the Access@Tour to these tasks. In that sense, information
about funding programmes, projects and networks in accessible tourism are of especial
interest for them. This interest also indicates sensibility to accessible tourism issues and a
predisposition to develop research in this area. Concerning complementary information,
both groups recognized the importance of obtaining information about legislation and
practical guides related to accessible tourism from this platform, which may indicate
concerns about assured the rights of tourists with disabilities.

5 Conclusion

Information is a crucial element for developing accessible tourism, which justifies the
importance of building specialized information-sharing platforms. For a successful con-
ceptualization of these systems, diverse stakeholders (e.g. visitors with disabilities,
tourism supply organizations and institutions responsible for training in tourism) need
to be involved. This study provides relevant insights for conceptualizing a specialized
information-sharing platform on accessible tourism, taking different views into account.
Thus, this study presented a view on how HEI tourism study programmes could be part
of the creation of an information system for accessible tourism, as its success is depen-
dent on the integration of different stakeholders. In addition, the absence of accessible
tourism platforms that include the perspective of HEI make this study original and of
great relevance in developing accessible tourism. Questionnaires were applied to direc-
tors and students of PHETSP. The results of the questionnaires allowed their interest
on a potential accessible tourism platform to be evaluated and a depiction of what type
of information these users sought and what kind of information would they insert on
the platform. Despite some differences between students and directors of PHETSP, both
groups consider the building of the Access@Tour platform important and also show
interest in its use.

Generally speaking way, directors showed more availability to use the Access@Tour
platform than the students. Regarding the data inserted on the platform, this was divided
into five groups: market characteristics, employer needs, training opportunities, job
opportunities, education/research and complementary information. Information related
to market characteristics is the most relevant for both students and directors, which
demonstrated the need for a better understanding of the needs and requirements of the
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The Role of Higher Education Institutions 11

accessible tourism market. Students showed a moderate availability to be active partic-
ipants and share their information (as the means indicated), which is coherent with the
responses concerning attributed relevance and probability of use. Regardless, students
consider inserting inputs related to testimonials about training and labour experience as
feasible, recognizing the importance of sharing experiences to expand knowledge about
the accessible tourism market. In relation to directors, they are willing to share all types
of information; however, academic and research networks in accessible tourism are the
areas where they view information sharing as most feasible.

Despite the originality and relevant contributions of this study, some limitations may
be identified. Only the information requirements needed were approached, and thus
the way to deliver this information also needs to be addressed. Future research should
collect information requirements, taking into account whether the students or directors
had disabilities or not. Access@Tour platform will be a major help for PwD and all
stakeholders of the accessible tourism market, highlighting the fact that HEI that have a
very important role in managing the accessible tourism ecosystem.
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- POCI-01-0145-FEDER-030376 - funded by FEDER, through COMPETE2020 - Programa
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