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Abstract: Sustainable tourism builds on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), involving
the consideration of people with disabilities, which necessitates their corresponding integration
within tourism development. The noteworthy potential of accessible tourism is demonstrated in
several studies. Hence, efforts have already been made to develop and adapt products in this regard.
However, there are still challenges related to the inclusion of people with disabilities in tourism.
Therefore, this study examines product development for accessible tourism through four case studies
that have developed and implemented products for people with disabilities in the past. Data is
gathered by means of qualitative interviews with managers of these product developments, and data
is also triangulated with secondary information. The results show that product development for
people with disabilities strongly depends on the immediate collaboration of all stakeholder groups
and the inclusion of people with disabilities, building on the underlying values of the destination.
Furthermore, the study indicates that in accordance with the Triple Bottom Line (TBL), sustainable
product developments for accessible tourism are based on the sustainable tourism principles. Thus,
both theoretical and practical implications for tourism facilities as well as for destination management
organizations can be derived.

Keywords: sustainable tourism development; inclusive tourism; people with impairments; tourists
with disabilities; multiple case study

1. Introduction

The tourism industry contributes significantly to the global economy [1], Europe being
the largest tourism continent with approximately 50% of the global overnight stays in
2018 [2]. Product development in tourism is thus focused on attracting tourists to a desti-
nation. Benur and Bramwell [3] demonstrate in this context that diversified, linked, and
intensified products correspond to destinations’ competitiveness and sustainable develop-
ment. Sustainability in tourism is represented by the sustainable tourism concept, which
focuses on meeting “the needs of present tourists and host regions while protecting and
enhancing opportunity for the future.” [4] (p. 7) Thus, sustainable tourism addresses the bal-
ancing of economic, social and environmental tourism impacts by pursuing 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) [5], emphasizing the absence of poverty, as well as empowering
less favored groups [6]. In terms of considering people with disabilities, Darcy et al. [7]
place accessible tourism as a part of the social, environmental, and economic requirements
for the implementation of sustainable tourism.

Accessible tourism represents an increasingly relevant segment for tourism develop-
ment. While the broadly known term “barrier free tourism” concentrates explicitly on
people with disabilities, “accessible tourism” takes all potential visitors of a destination into
account [8]. Accordingly, the concept of accessible tourism pays heed to the “design for all”
approach, which notes that all user-groups deserve holistic tourism experiences [9,10]. The
tourism industry faces significant challenges related to the implementation of accessible
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tourism, which leads to continuous critique regarding the omnipresent exclusion of people
with disabilities [11,12]. Moreover, it is argued that the huge potential for accessible tourism
is still neglected in the planning and realization process of tourist facilities [13], although
more than 135 million people in Europe live with disabilities [14] and the number of people
at the age of 65 and older is forecast to increase from its current 20% of the population to
30% by the year 2100 [15]. Thus, referring to the UNWTO [16], accessible tourism presents
an opportunity for destinations and businesses to increase their revenues by attracting new
visitors.

According to Sica et al. [17], accessibility represents a central element of sustainable
tourism and simultaneously provides an exceptional business opportunity for tourism
facilities, which corresponds to the arguments of Sisto et al. [18] about accessible tourism
representing an emerging segment of tourism demand. With regard to sustainable tourism
development, travel for people with disabilities constitutes an opportunity to increase
the overall quality of tourist facilities [17]. Although studies demonstrate the potential
of accessible tourism [7,13], there is a lack of studies focusing on product development
for people with disabilities with regard to the sustainable tourism concept. This research
therefore relates to the study of accessible tourism product development as a part of
sustainable tourism and focuses on the following research question:

e How can sustainable product development for accessible tourism be approached?

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. Sustainable Tourism

Sustainable tourism is widely acknowledged in tourism research and practice, re-
ferring to tourism policy, destination management organizations (DMOs), or tourism
businesses [5]. Since its emergence in the 1980s, sustainable tourism has evolved consider-
ably, without, however, detracting from its still considerable relevance [19]. Sustainable
tourism refers to a development [20] that seeks to protect both tourism communities and
tourists while providing opportunities for the future [4]. In this respect, sustainable tourism
builds on the SDGs as introduced by the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development [5].
The SDGs are focused on economic, environmental, and social impacts in order to re-
duce global poverty [21]. Sustainable tourism thus aims to achieve a balance between
positive and negative impacts of tourism development, approaching the three pillars of
sustainability [21,22].

However, Demeritt [23] criticizes sustainability, claiming that divergent social group
interests distract attention from problematic policies by focusing on economic, social, and
environmental problems in relation to the SDGs [5]. Following Higgins-Desbiolles [24],
there is also a discrepancy between tourism and the SDGs, as tourism development is
often still based on quantitative growth, such as the goal of increasing the number of
overnight stays still being pursued. Accordingly, without considering the environmental
and social impacts of tourism, the economic benefits of tourism are considered, and
the SDGs are neglected accordingly. Therefore, tourism encounters environmental and
social limits but continues to be geared towards growth, which requires comprehensive
transformations [24]. According to Mihalic [25] sustainable tourism is based on divergent
environments that underlie tourism ecology within the tourism system, referring to the
Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework [26]. The TBL is adopted by tourism organizations in
an attempt to incorporate social and environmental sustainable development strategies
alongside economic sustainability [26]. For Dwyer [27], the TBL provides a decision-making
framework in sustainable tourism for both public and private organizations, serving as an
external reporting framework and an internal management tool with the aim of achieving
sustainable management by integrating social, environmental, and economic considerations
into business activities.
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2.2. Accessible Tourism

Since the inclusion of people with disabilities in the SDGs, the importance of ad-
dressing this segment in tourism development has increased [28]. Following the SDGs,
sustainable tourism focuses on the empowerment of disadvantaged groups and the preven-
tion of poverty [6]. According to Sisto, Cappelletti, Bianchi and Sica [18], accessible tourism
is a key prerequisite for all sustainable tourism strategies and policies. The consideration
of people with disabilities is based on socially, economically as well as ecologically sustain-
able implementation [7]. Therefore, accessible tourism is an important part of the global
sustainable tourism agenda, with accessible tourism being defined as a form of responsible
tourism to include people with disabilities [17]. For the UNWTO [16], accessibility in
tourism must be a central component of all sustainable and responsible tourism policies.

People with disabilities in the context of tourism were first reported in relation to
the Paralympic games in 1960 [29]. Twenty years later, Woodside and Etzel [30] first
investigated the travel behavior of people with disabilities. Since then, several concepts
for bridging tourism and disability have emerged [13]. However, the tourism industry
is still repeatedly criticized for its exclusive attitude [31]. This is ascribed to the fact that
the requirements and needs of people with disabilities are frequently neglected in the
development of tourism products and in the implementation of tourism services [12].
People with different types and dimensions of disability have in common that their right
to social participation is repeatedly unsatisfied [32]. Different from the broadly known
concept of “barrier free” tourism, accessible tourism includes, in addition to people with
disabilities, seniors, families, pregnant women, and people with temporary disabilities [13].
In this regard, Dickson et al. [33] conclude that everyone with or without disability will
appreciate accessibility once in a lifetime. Moreover, people with disabilities are commonly
accompanied by their colleagues or families when travelling and show a high rate of
return if destinations fit their accessibility requirements [34]. Due to demographic changes,
there is also an increasing number of seniors travelling, who show, due to retirement,
a low seasonal dependency [15,35]. Thus, accessible tourism development promises a
considerable potential.

To foster the development of accessible tourism, different tourism stakeholders need
to share similar perceptions on people with disabilities [36]. In this regard, Oliver [31]
highlights the differentiation between the medical and the social model of disability. The
medical approach to disability, which is still predominant in Europe, refers to disability as
a result of limited functioning in moving, hearing, seeing, or learning [13,31]. This is equiv-
alent to a former statement by the WHO [37] which referred to disabilities as individual
problems that trigger obstacles in a natural manner. In contrast to that, the social model of
disability refers to disabilities as a result of societal evolution and perceives disability as a
social construct that excludes people with disabilities from social participation [31]. Over
the past 40 years, the perspective of the WHO on disabilities has shifted to accord with the
social model of disability [14]. However, to trigger a shift towards the social perspective on
disabilities in society, a collective campaign action for change is fundamental [38]. McIn-
tosh [11] concludes that such a collective campaign can be achieved by sustainable tourism
development for all. According to the UNWTO [39], the COVID-19 pandemic can serve as
a trigger for the development of good accessibility for persons with disabilities to combat
the negative effects of the crisis.

2.3. Product Development for Sustainable Tourism

Tourism products are developed to meet the needs of potential consumers [40] and
thus attract tourists to destinations [3]. In this context, tourism products consist of five
elements: hospitality, service, inclusion, choice, and physical plant [41], which are all
pull factors aimed at motivating tourists [3]. Referring to Smith [41], product develop-
ment in tourism is characterized by raw inputs being the beginning of generic production,
followed by intermediate outputs and inputs leading to tourists’” experiences as final
output. Successful integration of the five elements thus leads to the development of a
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product that is designed to attract tourists” attention and satisfy their needs [40]. Follow-
ing Shuhsien et al. [42], knowledge about the patterns of consumer demand, consumer
preferences, as well as tourism flow is required for strategic tourism product develop-
ment. Referring to Benur and Bramwell [3], tourism product linkage, diversification, and
intensification are crucial for sustainable development, as well as for destination com-
petitiveness. Thus, tourism products are developed for both mass and niche markets to
improve diversification [3].

For Benur and Bramwell [3], sustainable development can be supported by developing
a mix of tourism products that are mutually beneficial and have collaborative relationships.
Thus, profitable products that meet strategic objectives potentially contribute to sustain-
ability [3]. Following Eckert and Pechlaner [43], diversification in the form of tourism
products is therefore necessary to develop sustainability in tourism. In this regard, a
product development approach is targeted to contribute to sustainable tourism. Thus,
the coexistence of alternative as well as traditional tourism products is discussed, with a
focus on going beyond existing tourism models by focusing on themes and values that
characterize a destination. The tourism products help to address destination challenges,
for example, by considering the local community as well as dealing with environmental
issues [43], in line with the sustainable tourism concept [21]. Haid and Albrecht [44] show
that products for sustainable tourism can be developed by adjusting distribution channels
and supply chains with the introduction of a sustainability requirement.

Following the TBL approach, individual businesses play an important role in the
development of sustainable tourism [27]. Darcy, Cameron and Pegg [7] linked accessible
tourism to the TBL framework by identifying economic, social, and environmental aspects
of accessible tourism. In this respect, accessible tourism is based on a set of social networks
of destinations rather than individual tourism organizations. Thus, Darcy, Cameron and
Pegg [7] advocate the development of an accessible destination experience to satisfy the
tourism market. A key objective of the TBL is that performance is not based solely on
shareholder benefits, but rather on the inclusion of all stakeholders, including groups such
as community residents [26]. The central meaning of stakeholder collaboration in project
management is emphasized by several authors [45,46]. Although stakeholder collaboration
is considered an important tool to foster the destination image in tourism management
in a sustainable manner [47], this is found to be complex and scarce [48]. Gillovic and
McIntosh [10] identified a lack of stakeholder collaboration in the development of accessible
tourism. In addition, Nyanjom et al. [49] concluded that there is only minimal collaboration
among different stakeholder groups in the development of accessible facilities. However,
according to the UNWTO [50], the cooperation of all public and private stakeholders
is required to implement accessibility, placing destinations at the centre of all tourism
activities and thus being seen as promoters and disseminators of accessible tourism.

Thus, building on the TBL, this research focuses on product development with objec-
tives of environmental protection, economic prosperity, and social responsibility [51,52].
According to Mattioda, Fernandes, Detro, Casela and Canciglieri Junior [52], research
on product development in light of the TBL concept is still at an initial stage, making
further research necessary. Furthermore, as Haid and Albrecht [44] recommend studying
sustainable tourism product development for particular types of tourist products, this
research focuses on products for people with disabilities, in line with the accessible tourism
approach.

3. Materials and Methods

Even though the use of business cases is considered a good tool for raising awareness
of the potential of accessible tourism, their application is still underdeveloped [7,18]. Darcy,
Cameron and Pegg [7] (p. 533) conclude that “until examples of good business practice are
identified and promoted, the industry cannot be guided with certainty about the benefits
in providing expanded accessible tourism products”. Thus, a multiple case study method
is adopted, which is particularly useful when developing an understanding of real-life
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phenomena [53,54]. In collaboration with organizations for people with disabilities in Italy
and Austria, four leisure parks as tourist facilities in Central Europe were selected. The
choice was based on three criteria. First, the facilities had to offer products for accessible
tourism that were developed in the recent past. Second, facilities that are characterized by
nature experiences were regarded. Third, the institutions were proved to have a maximum
number of 15 employees. Thus, a purposive sampling technique was applied. For each
tourist facility, two representatives involved in the product development process were
interviewed, as Haid and Albrecht [44] recommended including owners or operators in
studies on product development for sustainable tourism. The interviews lasted an aver-
age of 77 min and were conducted online via Zoom due to the COVID-19 pandemic and
consequent travel restrictions. The interview guideline was developed based on existing
research on sustainable tourism [19-22], accessible tourism [7,13,18,28], and product devel-
opment [3,41,43,44] literature. In this regard, questions regarding the process of product
development, its implementation, and its completion were asked as key themes of the
interview guideline. The semi-structured interviews made it possible to delve deeply into
the experiences of the interviewees [55], and the data was triangulated [56] with publicly
available information about the products developed, e.g., from the websites of the tourist
facilities. Organization-specific data including the location and size of the organization and
the position of the interviewee [57] (see Table 1) was collected by the authors.

Table 1. Overview of interviewees.

Code Region Size (.)f tl}e Position Gender
Organization
TF1_1 South Tyrol 12 employees Tourist facility manager Male
TF1_2 South Tyrol 12 employees Product development manager Male
Vicenza . -
TF2_1 Province 7 employees Tourist facility manager Female
TF2_2 Vlce?za 7 employees Product development manager Male
Province
Belluno . e
TF3_1 Province 11 employees Tourist facility manager Female
TF3_2 Belh.mo 11 employees Product development manager Female
Province
TF4_1 Salzburg 8 employees Tourist facility and product development manager Male
TF4_2 Salzburg 8 employees Product development employee Male

The data were analyzed following the template analysis approach of King [58]. In an
attempt to pursue a facilitated and systematic data analysis process, MAXQDA was used
as qualitative data analysis software. Following the template analysis, the two authors
collaboratively developed an initial coding template with a priori themes and a priori
codes being defined on the basis of previous studies. In order to enhance the quality of the
data analysis, after an evaluation of the interview data, the coding template was revised
separately by the researchers. A discussion about parallel findings resulted in a rewording
and redefinition of the final coding template. Thus, critical comparison between the two
researchers, alongside the independent coding, made it possible to modify the template
and thus enhance the overall quality of this research [58,59]. Additionally, all divergent
interviewees’ opinions were incorporated in the data analysis process in order to enhance
the objectivity of the research [60].

4. Results
4.1. Values

Both the secondary data and the interview analysis reveal that all the tourist facilities
researched convey similar core values for their regions. One such major element is nature,
which is displayed prominently on all four tourist facilities” websites. Thus, central to
all participants is to provide the best possible nature experience by “building everything
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on the relation between the person and nature” (TF2_2_10). Similar philosophies can be
seen with regard to the consideration of nature in the destinations. Here, the interviewees
show that they use nature as a basis on which to build their product developments: “One
thing that we tried was to develop a product, that is to build on the relationship between
the park and nature. [ ... ] he felt that the product actually gives him the opportunity
to experience this relationship” (TF2_1_23). In addition to that, three of the four regions
convey cultural and historical backgrounds: “The most important requirement was that
it should be an immersive experience of the World Heritage Site [ ... ] and bring added
value. That was the initial situation” (TF1_1_3). Finally, the analysis of the websites results
in the conclusion that leisure is the central anchor of all these tourist facilities. Thus, they
display leisure activities for both guests and residents.

In the course of the respective product developments, the participating regions’ values,
namely, nature, culture, and leisure experiences, were to be made available to people with
disabilities. However, the developments at the tourist facilities were not meant to be
supportive solely of people with disabilities but were also for people without disabilities.
“In this respect, it is a technology or an application that brings something to all visitors
and has been developed on a broad basis.” (TF1_2_3). Furthermore, according to the
interviewees, value should be created in terms of opportunities and alternatives, as this
quote shows: “We don’t just want to make something that is useful for people or visitors
with a walking disability, but it is important to us that this visitor platform at the top is
an added value for days when it rains, or out of season—when there is perhaps a winter
closure, where it is too icy or too slippery to enter the gorge” (TF1_1_3).

Retrospectively, the lessons learned from working on the inclusion of people with
disabilities are twofold. While the tourist facilities mainly stated that they would realize the
product development in a similar manner again, there are still some issues related to that.
To increase the sustainability of the implementation process, suppliers would have needed
to receive a deeper briefing on the core themes of the respective facilities and destinations.
Such takeaways made participants conclude that “[ ... ]if I had to make another trail of
perception now, I would be less clueless. So, I would have already a method because as we
showed during our presentation, now we have kind of a model” (TF3_2_24).

4.2. Product Development

For product development, the interviewees indicated that they tried to make the best
use of the manifold potential of information provision for everyone: “We wanted to offer
this new opportunity with all the physical and also technological tools and instruments to
facilitate—not just facilitate, also give this experience a natural flavor” (TF3_1_1). Thus,
interviewees indicated that inclusion of people with disabilities took a central role through-
out the product development: “[ ... ] the focus was inclusive communication as a way
to involve those who are sometimes neglected or are not taken into consideration when
developing this kind of product, which means especially that deaf people or people with
visual impairments, but also pregnant mothers, children, as well as old people are to be
regarded” (TF2_1_9). The applications were planned in a way that should enhance the
ability of people with disabilities to experience the facilities and regions on their own.
“Actually, the trail of perceptions in some segments of the trail allows the visually impaired
people and also people in wheelchairs to have the experience all alone. So, this is another
very important aspect which is very positive for people with disabilities” (TF3_1_3).

Throughout the product’s development, feedback from the target groups was de-
scribed as essential: “The two visually impaired ladies told us that there might be some
points—where there is water, that could be a little bit difficult. But if you have someone who
will show you where to put your feet, it is no problem” (TF3_1_3). In addition, feedback
from H&T service providers as promoters of the product was requested in the way that
“we have sent it to 31 hotels of medium and large size. [ ... ] We asked all of them for some
feedback where the managers were asked to describe if it fits their requirements or not”
(TF4_1_17). To reach the best possible outcome, the feedback was taken into consideration
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and brought up the relevant consequences regarding further development. For instance,
infographics were adjusted, special virtual reality effects were reduced, the web app was
enhanced with new features, and the contrast level in illustrations was adapted. These
improvements, however, did not always work out as expected beforehand and led to
several drawbacks for the parties responsible. One such was caused by bureaucracy, e.g.,
“We may have 8 different info-panels in 8 municipalities, and I have to get the permission
of 8 different municipalities before I install a sign anywhere” (TF1_2_29).

In terms of the product development phase, the most important lesson learnt at
the four tourist facilities is aimed at stakeholder collaboration: “They were working
together, and they were not just working on it in an isolated way. So, they were not
just working on this and that. They were all working together, updating each other”
(TF2_2_38). Accordingly, the fusion of different interests is described as an essential
tool for fostering a sustainable product development. To avoid conflicts between the
parties involved, clarity of roles is of vital importance. In particular, the development of
accessible implementations is characterized as a “multidisciplinary system of work, which
brings together different competences, such as narratives, as well as IT and accessibility
experts” (TF2_2_38). On the one hand, it is important to “[ ... ] have suppliers that are
aware that they are doing something for a particular target group” (TF3_2_22). On the
other hand, there are stakeholder groups that are in a position to put greater pressure
on accessible tourism development than others, as this quote shows: “We do not have
a mandate. There must be entities that have a mandate involved [ ... ] for example
representatives of people with disabilities or organizations for people with disabilities”
(TF4_2_86). In addition to the involvement of stakeholder groups, such as H&T service
providers, volunteers, municipalities, and suppliers, the continuous involvement of the
target groups is fundamental in order to take account of all the potential requirements
of people with disabilities throughout the development process: “The main aspect is to
involve the specific target group that you are working for, because they can, in certain
cases, change a lot the perspective that you have and that you think is the right one. And
so, they can help you to avoid making big mistakes that maybe cannot be solved, if you do
not involve them from the beginning” (TF3_2_22).

COVID-19 had several impacts on the product development process for the tourist
facilities: “During coronavirus, we had some delays, some significant delays due to the
fact that suppliers were not able to work, or they were supplied or expecting supplies of
goods from different countries with border problems” (TF2_2_50). To catch up again, “we
asked to prolong the end of the project. But the lead partner informed us that it was not
possible” (TF3_2_28). In addition to that, the pandemic situation led to limited financial
resources, which forced the tourist facilities to concentrate on their core competences and
required that “[ ... ] the visitor survey be in some way suspended or executed in a reduced
form this year” (TF1_1_76). In addition to issues related to the pandemic situations, limited
resources were also mentioned: “There you can insert many new trails and provide even
more detailed descriptions. However, this would have required much more effort which
we were not able to afford” (TF4_1_4).

4.3. Products

For the products themselves, the major ingredient for the tourist facilities was the
adaptation of digitalization techniques to the manifold requirements of people with dis-
abilities: “So, as much technology as possible and not just for the sake of using it, but of
course to involve as many people as possible” (TF2_1_9). Thus, websites and web apps
were adapted to the accessible web design guidelines: “Of course, there are these web
content accessibility guidelines. In the case of public authorities, they have a very strong
obligation to implement them. However, if you are a hotel or something similar, you are not
forced to implement web accessibility” (TF4_1_67). Thus, the tourist facilities implemented
a variety of digital tools to increase accessibility of their facilities. Virtual reality, web
applications, iBeacons, a chatbot, parking spot sensors to inform visitors about availability,
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and information platforms are some examples of these. In addition, the development of a
tactile model of a building is one example of an analogue implementation.

The responsible parties generally received rewarding feedback from their visitors on
the final product, as this example for the virtual reality application shows: “Interestingly,
everyone was always stunned that it works so well and how well you can empathize your
surroundings! It was quite exciting to see how people reacted. So, I see a very promising
future here” (TF1_1_4). Due to the restrictions related to the COVID-19 pandemic, however,
some tourist facilities have not yet been able to gain sufficient feedback on their imple-
mentations. For this reason, several implementations are to be tested in the framework of
upcoming trials “[ ... ] to see how the technologies developed are perceived and also very
briefly, to find out how the chatbot works, did the user/visitor notice its existence at all?
Did he also use the path above? Or use the app? That you could ask the visitor two or
three short questions about the technologies developed in the project and include those in
the questionnaire. COVID-19 in particular has been a topic again” (TF1_2_76). However,
such trials rely on an improvement in the pandemic situation.

Building on the implementation of the given product developments, all participants
are planning further adaptions and developments of their products: “At the moment, one
potential implementation would be an additional point of interest, but from the technical
point of view, the web app at the moment is not expected to be further developed in the
technical way” (TF3_2_17). One interviewee, however, explained that his facility does
not have the required resources to develop the given information platform further and
mentioned that he has to “[ ... ] clarify this first with the H&T service providers of the
region if they would like to take over responsibility for the platform. [ ... ] Otherwise, we
let this thing expire next year” (TF4_1_43). This is due to the fact that the resources for
further maintenance of the platform are not available.

5. Discussion

The various case studies exposed manifold patterns of sustainable product develop-
ment for accessible tourism. The results show that the similar sized tourist facilities refer to
similar core values and build their product developments on these values. In this regard,
the values were ‘nature’, ‘culture’, and ‘leisure’. Referring to Eckert and Pechlaner [43],
the values represent core competencies and serve in terms of a resource-based view as
foundations for product development. Correspondingly, product developments should be
in close harmony with the core values of a destination. The results of this multiple case
study show that the tourism facilities address their own values, as well as those of the
destination in which the facility is located. In addition, the findings show that product
developments can even be anchored in these values. Inferentially, it can be assumed that
the tourism facilities can contain the issue of inclusion in their values and thus pursue a
philosophy [43] of attempting to pursue accessible tourism as a prerequisite for sustainable
tourism strategies [18].

Proposition 1. Sustainable product development for accessible tourism should be based on the core
values of a destination and serve as a philosophy.

Furthermore, in the spirit of the philosophy, the results clearly show that not only
are people with disabilities are taken into account but that all persons were considered
in relation to the product developments. This is in line with the conclusion of Dickson,
Darcy and Walker [33] who state that everyone will appreciate accessibility once in a
while, referring to seniors, families, people with temporary disabilities, or, for instance,
pregnant women [13]. In this regard, the interviewees stress that there is an urgent need to
enhance the experience of nature facilities for everyone in a spirit of social inclusion [32].
It can be deduced from the results that the inclusion of everyone is fundamental and
thus, in the sense of Eckert and Pechlaner [43], a key competence. Accordingly, the
interviewees indicate that they integrate social considerations in their development [27],
which corresponds to the social sustainable development strategy of the TBL [26]. On this
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assumption, the tourist facilities investigated in this study apparently maintain a social
awareness of people with disabilities [13,31].

Proposition 2. Tourism for all, as a factor of social sustainable tourism, represents a central value
for product development for accessible tourism.

Moreover, the results specify that an added value is targeted in accordance with
economic sustainability [22,26] by providing alternative offers, such as for non-seasonal
times. In this regard, the financial wealth of accessible tourism development is considered
by tourism facilities [34] to achieve economic prosperity in line with the TBL [51,52]. Thus,
the inclusion of people with disabilities as a target group is anchored in the strategies
of the tourist facilities [28] to meet their own objectives and potentially contribute to
sustainability [3].

Proposition 3. In addition to the social aspect of sustainable tourism development, economic
sustainability, with the goal of value creation, plays a decisive role in product development for
accessible tourism.

In addition to that, the case studies reveal that the interviewees regard nature as a
cornerstone of their product developments, which in turn is linked to environmental sus-
tainability [26]. In line with Eckert and Pechlaner [43], nature represents a core competence
of the destinations. To conquer discrimination of people with disabilities in such nature
areas, where accessibility is not easily deployable, new means of digitalization potentially
enhance the opportunity for people with disabilities to experience societal inclusion [31].
Accordingly, implementations such as virtual reality applications and iBeacon applications
can potentially avoid the need for adaptions of hiking paths or information boards in sensi-
tive regions of nature. Thus, diversification in the form of new tourism products is created,
from which mutual benefits are gained in an environmental sustainable manner [3,43].
Alongside this, the implementation of such environmentally friendly accessible tourism
products supports sustainable tourism development [44].

Proposition 4. Digitalization can serve as an enabler for sustainable product development for
accessible tourism, making nature accessible to people with disabilities and thus contributing to
environmental sustainability.

Thus, it can be deduced that the interviewees refer to the three pillars of sustainability
in sustainable product development for accessible tourism; in TBL terms, social, ecological
and economic sustainability are cemented [26]. This corresponds to Darcy, Cameron and
Pegg [7] who state that project development in accessible tourism has to consider all pillars
of sustainability. As the interviewees broadened their scope from tourism for people
with disabilities to tourism for everyone, the findings reveal that accessibility represents a
prerequisite for sustainable tourism development in general [18].

Furthermore, the findings demonstrate that stakeholder collaboration is essential to
the development of sustainable products for people with disabilities [36], highlighting the
importance of blending different perspectives towards a project target [13]. Thus, feedback
from people with disabilities and feedback from different stakeholders are important com-
ponents of sustainable product development for accessible tourism. The interviewees value
stakeholder management which should be arranged in such a way that every participating
party takes responsibility for its own expertise while standing in fluent exchange with
the other stakeholder groups [49]. In addition to H&T service providers, municipalities,
organizations for people with disabilities, and residents, the inclusion of the target group
is stressed to be one critical aspect for product development success [10]. With their in-
clusion right from the beginning, the manifold requirements of people with disabilities
are potentially taken into account in sustainable product development [12]. Additionally,
the findings illustrate that the tourist facilities were confronted with several issues such
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as delays, staffing limitations, financial shortages, and limited opportunities to gather
feedback related to the COVID-19 pandemic. These and other constraints related to the
pandemic can potentially be overcome if cooperation between all stakeholders is properly
controlled.

Proposition 5. Stakeholder collaboration, especially with the inclusion of people with disabilities,
is an effective tool for successful sustainable product development for accessible tourism.

6. Conclusions

This study examined product development from a sustainability perspective for
accessible tourism. Hence, it contributes to sustainable tourism, accessible tourism, and
product development literature. Figure 1 illustrates in this regard the derived results. On
the basis of the case study findings it can be deduced that sustainable product development,
in TBL terms [26], is based on the three principles of sustainability [25] and accordingly
social, economic, and ecological sustainability are considered in product development.
Priority is given to tourism for all as a social factor, the development of value in terms of
economic sustainability, and nature as part of environmental sustainability. Furthermore,
sustainable product development concentrates on the underlying values of the tourist
facilities and the destinations [43], focusing in these cases on nature, culture and leisure.
The process of sustainable product development is also based on the involvement of
people with disabilities as well as collaboration with various stakeholders. Feedback from
people with disabilities as well as, for instance, from H&T service providers, municipalities,
organizations for people with disabilities and residents is used to develop the products
specifically aimed at the target group [13]. Furthermore, the findings of this study suggest
that the products developed for people with disabilities can in turn be included as values
that serve as a philosophy. Accordingly, accessibility as a value can then represent a basis
for further sustainable product developments (see Figure 1).

Sustainable
tourism
principles

Stakeholder
collaboration

Inclusion of people
with disabilities

Products for
accessible
tourism

Figure 1. Sustainable product development for accessible tourism.

Aside from this, the multiple case study approach makes it possible to derive recom-
mendations for tourism practice. On the one hand, these are recommendations for tourism
facilities that pursue sustainable product development in the field of accessible tourism,
and on the other hand, recommendations for tourism stakeholders to support product
developments can be deduced. The findings show that developing products for people
with disabilities requires collaborative work. According to the interviewees, the exchange
of information between stakeholders, as well as discussions and the inclusion of different
perspectives, leads to the best results in product development for accessible tourism. In
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this sense, the tourism facilities are challenged to integrate people with disabilities into the
product development process on one side and to consider stakeholders and their opinions
for products on the other side. Here, for example, DMOs can play a mediating role and
enable feedback and integration by bringing together different stakeholders. In addition,
joint development with the DMO can then also enable the inclusion of accessibility in
the values and corresponding further sustainable product developments in accessible
tourism can be sought. Furthermore, there should be a focus on the inclusion of people
with disabilities in the product development throughout the entire development process,
while feedback regarding possible adaptations and further developments should be also
considered after final completion.

The results of the study explicitly contribute to a better understanding of sustainable
product development for accessible tourism. However, the qualitative research character of
the study limits the generalizability of the results, making further quantitative research on
accessible tourism and sustainable product development necessary. Longitudinal studies
are recommended to monitor the implementation and further development of sustainable
products for people with disabilities, and to include additional product developments or
adaptations and adjustments. In addition, future studies can address stakeholder collab-
oration and explore interactions and partnerships comprehensively through qualitative
studies. As this study refers to four cases in destinations with similar core competencies,
the characteristics of the destinations represent a limitation of the study, which leads to
a recommendation that further studies should include other divergent destinations. In
addition, the development of the products and their implementation was influenced by the
COVID-19 crisis, which will influence future research opportunities after the pandemic.
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