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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Disabilities, functionings and capabilities: the capability approach 
in accessible tourism
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aSheffield Business School, Sheffield Hallam University, Sheffield, UK; bCultural Geography Chair Group, 
Wageningen University and Research, Wageningen, The Netherlands; cSchool of Tourism and Hospitality 
Management, College of Business and Economics, University of Johannesburg, Johannesburg, South Africa

ABSTRACT  
In this conceptual paper, through the introduction of Sen’s capability 
approach we seek to make a significant contribution to accessible 
tourism research. The capability approach offers a flexible yet 
sophisticated theoretical framework to evaluate individuals’ achieved 
wellbeing and wellbeing opportunities. Drawing on the concepts of 
functionings and capabilities we show the conceptual leaps that can be 
made when prominence is given to the diversity and agency of persons 
with disabilities in translating the opportunity to travel (capability) to 
the act of travelling (functioning). The capability approach can help 
build a more complete understanding of what either enables or 
hampers travel for persons with disabilities and we identify three 
relevant areas for accessible tourism research – non-market resources 
and conversion factors, individuals’ agency and choices, and policies 
and interdisciplinary work. We see persons with disabilities as active in 
exercising their choices and agency and highlight how the capability 
approach can enable researchers to see and undo existing dominant 
ableist discourse through more interdisciplinary inquiries. The capability 
approach helps accessible tourism scholars broaden their horizons and 
develop more comprehensive understanding of how tourism can help a 
person to lead a life they value regardless of their disability.
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Introduction

The case for making tourism and leisure activities accessible for persons with disabilities (PwD) has 
received increasing research attention from both economic and social rights-based perspectives. In 
one sense, PwD are seen as an underdeveloped and undervalued travel market segment that offers 
the potential for economic gains for businesses and destinations willing to tap into it (Darcy et al.,  
2010; Domínguez et al., 2015; Garda, 2022). In another sense, much attention has been given to 
the travel motivations, constraints, and experiences of PwD and how these impact on their wellbeing 
through tourism (Darcy & Dickson, 2009; Moura et al., 2023; Załuska et al., 2022). Both approaches 
have helped to move the debate forward and to make accessible tourism a key concern in terms 
of academic research and policy. While research on accessible tourism continues to grow, there is 
room for deeper conceptual engagement that can integrate what might be seen as a disparate, 
limited, and fragmented field. Consolidatory work has been done in the recent past taking stock 
of the accessible tourism research field in terms of bibliometric studies that aggregate extant 
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knowledge (Qiao et al., 2022; Rubio-Escuderos et al., 2021b; Suárez-Henríquez et al., 2022). In 
addition, some studies have focused on conceptual explorations in the field (Bellucci et al., 2023; 
Bhogal-Nair et al., 2023; Gillovic & McIntosh, 2020; Hansen et al., 2021). Yet, there remains a gap 
for wider conceptual evolutions and developments across the social sciences.

In this paper we seek to make a significant contribution by rethinking some of the key issues in 
the accessible tourism literature in the context of Sen’s capability approach. Our intention is to high
light the relevance of the capability approach, in particular, the concepts of functionings and capa
bilities, to accessible tourism, and demonstrate how this approach can enrich our conceptualization 
of accessible tourism and contribute to the theoretical advancement of the field. We show how inte
grating the capability approach into accessible tourism research allows us to see and undo the domi
nant ableist discourse. This is accomplished by promoting new accessible tourism research inquiries 
that are more participatory and inclusive. Our analysis also identifies the ways in which the capability 
approach gives prominence to PwD’s choices and agency in translating the opportunity to travel 
(capability) to the act of travelling (functioning). Thus, a positive agency-based starting point is 
afforded to accessible tourism research through the capability approach in which PwD are seen 
as active in exercising their choices and agency based on their diverse motivations, interests, and 
preferences. We structure this conceptual paper as follows: after this introduction, an overview of 
current debates in accessible tourism is provided before outlining the key aspects of the capability 
approach. We then discuss the ways the capability approach provides new insights into rethinking 
accessible tourism research before outlining our arguments and future research agenda in the con
clusion section.

Current debates in accessible tourism

At its heart, accessible tourism springs from the concerns and access needs of persons with 
disabilities (PwD). The World Health Organization (WHO) in its latest report estimates that globally 
1.3 billion people experience significant disability, which represents 16% of the world’s population. 
PwD are faced with health inequities due to factors that are structural (stigma, ableism, and 
discrimination) and socially determined (poverty, exclusion, and gaps in social support systems) 
(WHO, 2023). To date, two main conceptualizations dominate in the accessible tourism literature 
– the medical model and the social model of disability. The medical model focuses on the 
impairment of individual bodies and advocates for policies towards medical treatment and 
physical rehabilitation for individuals to adapt to their disability and environment (Burnett & 
Baker, 2001). In contrast, the social model, while not denying the medical basis of impairments, 
considers disability as socially constructed. This social construction of disability refers to the ways 
in which society is organized that make it difficult for those with impairments to function fully. 
The social model therefore focuses on the structural and social factors that render impaired 
individuals into ‘disabled’ individuals through economic, physical, political, and social exclusions 
and inaccessibility (Gillovic et al., 2018; Zajadacz, 2015). While earlier research was largely 
underpinned by a medical model of disability (Burnett & Baker, 2001; Qiao et al., 2022), more 
recent work has been increasingly focused on the social model (Benjamin et al., 2021; Buhalis & 
Darcy, 2011; Connell & Page, 2019; Eichhorn et al., 2008).

Accessible tourism, as an umbrella concept, signifies a purposeful move from the sole focus on 
disability found in earlier studies and indicates the maturing of this field of research (Gillovic 
et al., 2018). Previous research on the leisure and tourism experiences of PwD was often related 
to terms such as ‘social tourism’, ‘disability tourism’, ‘barrier-free tourism’, ‘inclusive tourism’ and 
‘tourism for all’ (Cloquet et al., 2018; Daruwalla & Darcy, 2005). Gillovic et al. (2018) argue that the 
language of and definitional terms of accessible tourism are often used loosely and implicitly 
assumed as self-explanatory. Darcy and Buhalis (2011) address this concern and offer a clear 
definitional conceptualization of accessible tourism: 
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Accessible tourism is a form of tourism that involves collaborative processes between stakeholders that enables 
people with access requirements, including mobility, vision, hearing and cognitive dimensions of access, to func
tion independently and with equity and dignity through the delivery of universally designed tourism products, 
services and environments. This definition adopts a whole of life approach where people through their lifespan 
benefit from accessible tourism provision. These include people with permanent and temporary disabilities, 
seniors, obese, families with young children and those working in safer and more socially sustainably designed 
environments. (Adapted from Darcy & Dickson, 2009, p. 34) in (Darcy & Buhalis, 2011, pp. 10–11)

In this definition, two main elements have provided an avenue for expanding accessible tourism 
research. Firstly, the focus on a varied range of disability types has allowed research to move 
beyond the early focus on mobility disability and to consider other forms of ‘invisible’ disability 
such as autism (Sedgley et al., 2017) and dementia (Connell & Page, 2019; Innes et al., 2016). Secondly, 
by centring concerns for universal design (i.e. the designing of tourism products, services and environ
ment that are usable by all people) and the whole-of-life approach, accessible tourism by definition 
becomes an experience to be made available for everyone at the various stages of the life cycle 
instead of only PwD (Garda, 2022; Kim & Lehto, 2013; Poria & Beal, 2017; Porto et al., 2019).

Recently there has been increased focus on conceptual developments in accessible tourism 
research (e.g. Duignan et al., 2023; Jensen et al., 2023; Rubio-Escuderos et al., 2021b; Suárez-Henrí
quez et al., 2022). More scholars now consider accessible tourism in relation to other concepts within 
tourism and in the wider social science disciplines. For instance, studies linking accessible tourism 
with social tourism highlight how social tourism policies facilitate accessible tourism by encouraging 
the participation and inclusion of PwD with economic and other disadvantages (Diekmann et al.,  
2018; Minnaert et al., 2011). Building on the work of Scheyvens and Biddulph (2018), Gillovic and 
McIntosh (2020) call for re-appraising accessible tourism through the lens of inclusive tourism devel
opment and pursuing broader transformations inside and outside of the tourism industry. They 
argue that such an approach offers conceptual and empirical benefits to accessible tourism research 
‘because it is fundamentally about the inclusion of people with disabilities in tourism, and in society’ 
(p. 10). However, Darcy et al. (2020, p. 141) caution that while inclusive and social tourism offer comp
lementary insights, there is a need to have an exclusive focus on ‘accessible tourism for those with 
access requirements, which are not shared with other marginalised identities’. Hansen et al. (2021) 
have put forward an interdisciplinary argument for conceptual connection between accessible 
tourism and occupational therapy. They identify synergies to be realized between the two fields 
in their shared concerns, such as, deprivation, social exclusion, barriers to participation and bolster
ing quality of life of everyone. Furthermore, Tomej and Duedahl (2023) offer a relational interdepen
dence perspective on disability and accessible tourism, highlighting how PwD develop their agency 
to perform travel actions in the context of the societal power imbalances. Others (Farkas et al., 2022; 
Happ & Bolla, 2022) also attempt to link disability and accessibility in tourism with the concept of 
sustainability.

We build on the emerging conceptual development in this area by examining accessible tourism 
research in the context of Sen’s capability approach – in particular the concepts of functionings and 
capabilities. The capability approach aligns with the social model of disability and its emphasis on 
human diversity can help develop a more holistic and nuanced understanding of what either 
enables or hampers PwD’s opportunities to travel.

The capability approach and disability

The capability approach was pioneered by Amartya Sen, a renowned international development 
economist. It is a well-established conceptual framework in development and social justice 
studies and has been widely applied in many social science disciplines including education, 
public health, sustainability and environmental policies, disabilities, and education (Robeyns,  
2017). Here, we present insights from Sen’s capability approach at the general level vis-à-vis how 
it can push accessible tourism research forward.
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Sen developed the capability approach as an alternative paradigm to evaluate human wellbeing 
and development. Whereas traditional approaches over-emphasized opulence (e.g. based on 
income or GDP per capita) or utility (e.g. based on mental states of happiness) (Alkire, 2015; Clark,  
2005a; Robeyns, 2017), Sen ‘gives a central role to the evaluation of a person’s achievements and 
freedoms in terms of his or her actual ability to do the different things a person has reason to 
value doing or being’ (2009, p. 16). Figure 1 illustrates the core concepts of Sen’s capability approach, 
namely, functionings and capabilities, conversion factors, and choice (agency).

The capability approach highlights multi-dimensional wellbeing and human diversity. Human life 
consists of many beings and doings, in other words, functionings. Some functionings might be con
sidered as universal (e.g. being nourished, being sheltered) whereas others are context dependent, 
based on different social circumstances, values, and experiences (Robeyns, 2017; Stiglitz et al., 2009). 
These achieved functionings constitute a person’s wellbeing, and the capabilities to achieve func
tionings constitute ‘the person’s freedom – the real opportunities – to have well-being’ (Sen,  
1992, p. 40), simply put, ‘what people are able to be and to do’ (Robeyns, 2017, p. 38). Robeyns 
uses travelling as an example to explain the two concepts: 

Capabilities are a person’s real freedoms or opportunities to achieve functionings. Thus, while travelling is a func
tioning, the real opportunity to travel is the corresponding capability. A person who does not travel may or may 
not be free and able to travel; the notion of capability seeks to capture precisely the fact of whether the person 
could travel if she wanted to. The distinction between functionings and capabilities is between the realized and 
the effectively possible, in other words, between achievements, on the one hand, and freedoms or opportunities 
from which one can choose, on the other. (2017, p. 39)

The capability approach emphasizes interpersonal variations in individuals’ needs and abilities, 
including those related to disability and impairments (Robeyns, 2016; Sen, 1992). These variations 
are ‘no secondary complication (to be ignored, or to be introduced “later on”); it is a fundamental 
aspect of our interest in equality’ (Sen, 1992, p. xi). Therefore, to assess someone’s wellbeing, it is 
necessary to examine personal characteristics and circumstances, rather than simply assessing the 
resources they have (Sen, 1985, 1999, 2002, 2009). Conversion factors are people’s abilities to trans
form resources into capabilities and functionings (see Figure 1) and are categorized as personal, 
social, and environmental factors. The concept is often explained through an example of a bicycle 
(Alkire & Deneulin, 2009; Clark, 2005a; Robeyns, 2005; Sen, 1992). An able-bodied woman, who 
was taught to ride a bicycle when she was young (personal), living in a place with good road 

Figure 1. The core concepts of the capability approach (Adapted from Robeyns, 2005, p. 98, 2017, p. 83).
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infrastructure (environmental), where cycling is a social norm for everyone (social), will have higher 
conversion factors to turn her bicycle into capabilities and functionings she values. This is in compari
son to someone who has physical impairment, living in a society without decent roads and where 
women are not allowed to ride a bicycle.

As presented in Figure 1, Sen also highlights a person’s agency and choice ‘to determine what we 
want, what we value and ultimately what we decide to choose’ (2009, p. 232). The bicycle example 
can illustrate human diversity in choices and agency as people can use the same resource (i.e. 
bicycle) for different purposes (e.g. cycling to work or social gatherings, cycling as exercise or 
leisure activity) and achieve various functionings they value. In contrast, for someone who must 
cycle a long distance every day for work without alternative transport choices, cycling could be 
harmful for their wellbeing (Clark, 2005a). As functionings and capabilities are value neutral in them
selves, the evaluation of personal wellbeing and social arrangements should be in line with the 
extent of opportunities people have both to achieve functionings they value and to weaken the 
functionings with a negative value (Robeyns, 2017).

This multi-dimensional and context-dependent nature of the capability approach has led to criti
cisms. Critics argue that there is lack of specificity regarding how to decide what capabilities matter 
and how to measure and assess those dimensions, which makes operationalization of the capability 
approach challenging (Chiappero-Martinetti et al., 2015; Hick, 2012). Nussbaum (2003), for instance, 
criticizes Sen for not providing a specific and well-defined list of capabilities for universal appli
cations. However, Sen refuses to endorse a ‘fixed and final list of capabilities usable for every 
purpose’ (Sen, 2004, p. 77). Sen acknowledges that each specific theory or application based on 
the capability approach will require a selection of valuable capabilities that fits their purpose and 
context but emphasizes that in such cases, the selection of capabilities should involve democratic 
processes and social choice procedures rather than being guided by theory alone (Sen, 2004,  
2009). We see the complexity and ambiguities of the capability approach as potential strengths 
(Alkire, 2002; Chiappero-Martinetti et al., 2015; Clark, 2005b; Winter & Kim, 2021) as they allow 
open and flexible research that reflects individual diversity and multi-dimensional wellbeing and 
encourages innovative methodologies and tools. This is particularly relevant for tourism and disabil
ity research given the complex and nuanced notion of disabilities.

Others also critique the capability approach as too individualistic and as not paying sufficient 
attention to social structures and the collective aspects of living (Jackson, 2005; Stewart, 2005). 
However as shown in Figure 1, the capability approach considers social structures, institutions, 
and norms, firstly through the concept of conversion factors which influence the conversion of 
resources into capabilities and secondly by factoring in the social influences on choices people 
make when realizing capabilities to achieved functionings (Robeyns, 2017). Drèze and Sen (2002, 
p. 6) argue that ‘the options that a person has depend greatly on relations with others and on 
what the state and other institutions do. We shall be particularly concerned with those opportunities 
that are strongly influenced by social circumstances and public policy’. In fact, the predominant 
applications of the capability approach have been in the evaluation of ‘(1) the assessment of individ
ual levels of achieved wellbeing and wellbeing freedom; (2) the evaluation and assessment of social 
arrangements or institutions; and (3) the design of policies and other forms of social change in 
society’ (Robeyns, 2017, p. 24).

In disability-related disciplines, the capability approach has received attention as a comprehen
sive conceptual framework for disability that can complement the World Health Organization’s 
International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) model (e.g. Mitra, 2006; 
Sylvester, 2011; Trani et al., 2011; Wise, 2018). The ICF attempts to integrate the medical and 
social models of disability and to address the interaction between disability and functioning in 
the environment people live in (WHO, 2001). However, it fails to adequately reflect personal and 
socio-economic factors that create interpersonal variation (Masala & Petretto, 2008; Mitra, 2006). 
Also, despite its emphasis on performance (i.e. what people do in their current environment), the 
ICF neither considers opportunities to carry out performance nor recognizes PwD’s agency and 
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choice (Trani et al., 2011). These shortcomings can be addressed, even lessened through the capa
bility approach.

There are several key strengths in using the capability approach. Firstly, the capability approach 
considers the factors leading to different opportunities. These include, resources, personal character
istics, and the environment, including the economic burden of the person with an impairment (Mitra,  
2006). Secondly, the capability approach’s multi-dimensional stance of wellbeing can assist in exam
ining many aspects of PwD’s lived experiences, which can inform policies and social change 
(Robeyns, 2020). Thirdly, its focus on real opportunities and personal values helps the capability 
approach address the importance of individuals’ agency to pursue the life they value and assist 
public policies to concentrate more on removal of barriers and creation of opportunities (Trani 
et al., 2011). In short, the capability approach can provide a comprehensive and holistic framework 
which ‘encompasses all dimensions of individual well-being and does not limit its view to the impair
ment or to the disabling condition’ (Trani et al., 2011, p. 146).

Recently, emerging research in accessible tourism has begun engaging with the 
capability approach, albeit in specific contexts. Zahari et al. (2023), for instance, broadly situate 
their study in the capability approach and argue for PwD’s rights to engage in social activities 
through heritage tourism. Bellucci et al. (2023) also use the capability approach to identify 
important individual and social wellbeing dimensions in a quantitative analysis of the social 
impacts of PwD’s inclusion in jobs in the hospitality sector. Our current paper is therefore a 
well-timed contribution to the field as we draw out a comprehensive usefulness of the capability 
approach and discuss the ways it can potentially further advance conceptual and empirical 
development in the accessible tourism field.

The capability approach and accessible tourism: resources, conversion factors and 
capabilities

The capability approach directs us to question ‘whether a person is being put in the conditions in 
which she can pursue her ultimate ends’ rather than fixating on a single, particular means 
(Robeyns, 2017, p. 49). As shown in Figure 1, to achieve the functioning of travelling, PwD need 
various resources, such as, money, time, and goods and services from market and non-market pro
duction. These resources and PwD’s conversion factors determine whether they have a genuine 
opportunity to travel. The resources and conversion factors are frequently viewed in accessible 
tourism literature through the lens of the constraints that PwD face. Intrapersonal constraints are 
associated with an individual’s physical and psychological abilities whereas interpersonal constraints 
arise from a person’s social interaction or relationships with travel companion, service providers, 
locals, and tourists among others. Structural constraints include financial issues, architectural, eco
logical and transportation barriers, and regulation barriers (Gassiot et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2012). 
Here the capability approach encourages us to pay more consideration to non-market resources 
and conversion factors, and social institutions and norms, and build a more comprehensive under
standing of what enables or hampers PwD’s opportunities to travel.

Having the real freedom or opportunity to travel is a personal capability. However, to realize this 
capability and achieve the corresponding functionings they desire, many PwD depend on others 
(Robeyns, 2017; Sen, 2002), such as, families and friends and disability organizations. In this sense, 
travelling is what Sen calls ‘socially dependent individual capability’ (2002, p. 85). PwD’s family 
members are often their caregivers and travel companions. Family members influence PwD’s 
travel motivation, decision-making and experiences (Domínguez et al., 2013; Eichhorn et al., 2013; 
Tao et al., 2019; Yau et al., 2004) and their role is even more critical in travel decision-making for 
persons with cognitive disabilities. To understand what opportunities are truly available to PwD, it 
is necessary to examine the interdependence between PwD’s and their families’ opportunities 
and choices (Robeyns, 2017).
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The capability approach thus urges us to consider PwD’s capabilities and functionings in conjunc
tion with those of their families and caregivers. When caregiving family members have to give up 
their own opportunities for a family member with disability or vice versa, the value of their experi
ences, such as a holiday trip, is questionable for both. For example, Lehto et al. (2018) show that 
while holiday trips contribute to PwD’s self-discovery, social bonding, and intellectual development, 
they bring emotionally intensive and mixed experiences for both PwD and their families/caregivers. 
PwD and their families often make trade-offs between the needs of the PwD and the whole family 
when going on holidays. Mactavish et al. (2007) and Nyman et al. (2018) found a similar result when 
families have to compromise destination choices and activities, include support workers in family 
trips, deal with intensive planning, and even give up the time as a whole family by having separate 
trips or leaving their children with disability at home. The sacrifice or compromise PwD’s families and 
caregivers make should not be taken for granted as this can negatively affect their own functioning 
and capabilities. The concern for caregivers/family members is important as they risk social exclusion 
from tourism due to their commitments (McCabe, 2009) or may require respite support (Hunter- 
Jones et al., 2023; Mactavish et al., 2007).

The capability approach also draws our attention to evaluating the interplay between poverty 
and disability, which is often ignored in accessible tourism literature. Many PwD are socio-economi
cally disadvantaged and marginalized, and households with a person with disability are more likely 
to experience poverty compared to those without. Yet, in much of the existing literature, accessible 
tourism is frequently portrayed as a profitable market frontier for businesses and destinations to tap 
into (Darcy et al., 2010; Domínguez et al., 2015; Garda, 2022; Gillovic & McIntosh, 2015; Visit Britain,  
n.d.). This ignores the financial difficulties faced by many PwD households. In a recent report, Evans 
and Collard (2022) notes that 29% of PwD households are in serious financial difficulty, compared to 
13% of households without disability. The cost-of-living crisis following Covid-19 disproportionately 
affect PwD households with 31% of them (vs 12%) reporting that the rising costs affect the number 
of meals they eat and 43% (vs 25%) reporting the quality of food they consume has declined. The 
report also shows that 35% (vs 17%) of PwD households do not spend on leisure or entertainment. 
Consequently, improving accessibility within the tourism industry may increase opportunities to 
travel for PwD who can afford it, but it does not make tourism more accessible for economically dis
advantaged PwD.

In this context, the role of disability organizations, including both organizations of and organiz
ations for PwD becomes crucial. Disability organizations inspire PwD to travel, offer expert travel 
advice, disseminate knowledge, provide transportation, accommodation, and tours, as well as cam
paigning for PwD’s participation in tourism (Blichfeldt & Nicolaisen, 2011; Hunter-Jones, 2011) and 
society more generally. Some charitable organizations also offer respite care or respite holidays 
for PwD and their families/caregivers. Such support from disability organizations can be invaluable, 
especially when PwD and their families/caregivers have insufficient financial resources or support 
from the public sector, and when the tourism industry cannot provide accessible products that 
meet their needs. However, the role and influence of these organizations in social tourism provision, 
including accessible tourism, has been neglected by scholars and requires more attention (Blichfeldt 
& Nicolaisen, 2011; Carneiro et al., 2022; Hunter-Jones, 2011; Shaw et al., 2020) as non-market 
resources and/or conversion factors that influence PwD’s capabilities.

The capability approach offers a more holistic and comprehensive framework for evaluation of 
the real opportunities that PwD have by paying attention to various resources and conversion 
factors available to them. It can help create synergy between accessible tourism and social 
tourism discourses and assist to ‘better understand the socioeconomic determinants of impairments 
and disabilities and to promote prevention as an essential element of policies jointly addressing 
poverty and disability’ (Mitra, 2006, p. 245). It can help accessible tourism scholars move beyond 
a myopic focus on the tourism industry to a broader social enquiry into social inclusion.
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The capability approach and accessible tourism: agency, capabilities and 
functionings

Ultimately, the capability approach addresses ‘what it means to live well’ (Wise, 2018, p. 254) and the 
answer to this question will vary from one person to another. Agency therefore is a key element of 
the capability approach. Sen (1999, p. 19) defines an agent as ‘someone who acts and brings about 
change, and whose achievements can be judged in terms of her own values and objectives, whether 
or not we assess them in terms of some external criteria as well’. Referring to Stones’ (2005) concep
tualization of active agency, Hvinden and Halvorsen (2018, p. 871) raise an important question. 

These aspects of active agency include their internal dialogues, critical awareness of possibilities for change in 
the world around them, planning, decision-making, choice, discussion and interaction with others. Active 
agency refers also to the practical steps – action – that a person takes to achieve some particular aim or 
outcome, single-handedly or together with others. We assume that active agency is responsive to, but not 
simply determined by or dependent on, contextual, social and environmental processes, whether directly 
experienced or mediated in one way or other. Our interest is not only in how persons’ active agency 
influence the conversion between a capability set and achieved functionings. A key question is whether – 
and to what extent – achieved functionings enter into (or serve as basis for) their active agency in the next 
instance, with the potential result of changing the capability set, the capability inputs, or even the conversion 
factors, whether locally or more broadly, for better or worse.

Being able to travel is a general capability but individuals can translate this into more specific capa
bilities they value (Robeyns, 2017). For example, travelling enables PwD to experience and learn new 
things, escape from everyday life, overcome self-doubt, build confidence and independence, and 
challenge and define themselves (Blichfeldt & Nicolaisen, 2011; Ho & Peng, 2017; Rubio-Escuderos 
et al., 2021a). Similarly, travelling contributes to the social inclusion of PwD, as well as other disad
vantaged people such as, deprived families, persons with illnesses, and older people (Hunter-Jones,  
2004; Minnaert, 2014; Morgan et al., 2015). The achieved functioning of travelling can thus change 
PwD’s capability sets and conversion factors and have instrumental value for other functionings that 
PwD desire in their lives.

The capability approach gives prominence to PwD’s choice and active agency. PwD exercise their 
choices and agency arising from diverse motivations, interests, and preferences. They value making 
their own decisions and having autonomy (Rubio-Escuderos et al., 2021a). For example, Ho and Peng 
(2017) show how hearing-impaired backpackers, who previously had disappointing group tour 
experiences, enjoy travelling with their hearing-impaired friends and pursue more authentic local 
experience through backpacking. Merrick et al. (2021) show how disabled paddlers with more 
experience found the accessible paddling programme unsatisfying as the heavy focus on health 
and safety could not give them the level of risk or challenge that they desire. Michopoulou and 
Buhalis (2013) highlight the need for more flexible and personalized information system design, 
which can enable PwD to choose tourism products and services that best serve both their access 
needs and preferences. By stressing personal diversity and agency, the capability approach 
encourages scholars to define a person by their values, beliefs and preferences within a given 
social environment (Trani et al., 2011), not just by their disability.

However, to become travel active, PwD first need courage to overcome both physical and exter
nal barriers and intrinsic barriers such as self-doubt (Yau et al., 2004). Despite the numerous studies 
focusing on the constraints that PwD face, relatively little attention has been paid to strategies that 
PwD employ to negotiate and overcome these constraints (Devile et al., 2023). This highlights the 
need for more research not only into the kind of economic, social, and cultural capital but also 
the psychological capital people need to engage in holidaying (Morgan et al., 2015). The capability 
approach stresses ‘the importance of empowering people to help themselves, and of focusing on 
individuals as the actors of their own development’ (Stiglitz et al., 2009, p. 151). This viewpoint is 
important to help more PwD participate in traveling and enjoy the well-studied benefits. The capa
bility approach enables to study PwD’s personal characteristics and internal resources and how they 
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exercise their agency and choice in realizing travel opportunities in a more sophisticated and 
nuanced way.

Equally, it should be noted that the importance people give to travelling differs substantially 
depending on priorities in their lives (Randle et al., 2019). Therefore, travelling should be considered 
in relation to other capabilities and functionings of PwD’s lives and the wellbeing analysis should 
address ‘not only which opportunities are open to us individually … but rather which combinations 
or sets of potential functionings that are open to us’ (Robeyns, 2017, p. 52). Travelling may be a valu
able functioning yet it may conflict with other valuable functionings in PwD’s lives, such as, being 
healthy, being safe, being stress-free, and being financially secure. Consequently, people may prior
itize other functionings over travelling even when they have opportunities to travel. Therefore, 
whether someone travels or not is not only about what resources and conversion factors they 
have but also about what they value in their lives. The capability approach encourages researchers 
to evaluate travelling as one of many aspects of wellbeing and build more holistic and richer 
accounts of lives that PwD value and the part travel plays in them.

The capability approach and accessible tourism: policies and interdisciplinarity

With its flexible yet sophisticated conceptual framework, the capability approach ‘is one of those rare 
theories that strongly connects disciplines and offers a truly interdisciplinary language. And it leads 
to recommendations on how to organize society and choose policies that are often genuine alterna
tives for prevailing views’ (Robeyns, 2017, p. 18). This strength of the capability approach is clearly 
demonstrated through its application in international and national evaluative frameworks for 
human development, poverty, inequality, and wellbeing (e.g. the UNDP’s Human Development 
Reports) and critical policy analysis in various fields, such as, education (e.g. Van Aswegen & 
Shevlin, 2019), and social housing (e.g. Hearne & Murphy, 2019).

In the tourism literature, a relatively small number of studies have assessed accessibility/disability 
legislation, regulation, and accessible tourism policies (e.g. Darcy & Taylor, 2009; Morris & Kazi, 2016). 
With increasing interest in accessible tourism at both international and national levels (in the 
western world at least), review of such policies and other relevant public and social policies is 
much needed. Legislation and policies not only reflect the political will of governments but also 
influence the social attitudes towards PwD and therefore ‘the laws and norms that regulate the 
rights of tourists (with and without disabilities) are the main variables that affect the level of 
tourist accessibility’ (Porto et al., 2019, p. 180). Interdisciplinary thinking beyond tourism is essential 
in assessing accessible tourism policies and initiatives as ‘to contemplate disability is to scrutinise 
inequality’ (Goodley et al., 2019, p. 973) and PwD’s access to tourism cannot be considered in iso
lation from other social issues, such as, poverty and equality.

Policies are context dependent and value laden, informed by dominant ideas of a society (Yerkes 
et al., 2019). One such dominant idea highlighted by critical disability scholars (e.g. Campbell, 2009; 
Goodley, 2014; Wolbring, 2012) is ableism. Ableism refers to ‘ideas, practices, institutions and social 
relations that presume ablebodiedness, and by so doing, construct persons with disability as margin
alised … and largely invisible “others”’ (Chouinard, 1997, p. 380). This normative ableist logic trans
cends through politics, laws, sciences, cultural values and dominates narratives in the society. By 
highlighting ableism, ‘the negative stereotypes and cultural values that surround disability and 
impairment can be challenged and focused away from the persons with impairment’ (Vehmas & 
Watson, 2014, p. 640).

Tourism scholars may join this discourse by scrutinizing ableism in accessible tourism and other 
relevant policies and practices. This calls for reflexivity and rethinking of the positionality of research
ers in this area. Based on the capability approach, we can question if policies and projects are devel
oped to expand PwD’s capabilities, or to meet another public policy goal (e.g. economic growth), or 
only to serve the interests of a dominant group (Robeyns, 2017). The capability approach offers 
tourism scholars with opportunities to join interdisciplinary conversations and contribute to 
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challenging the dominant ableism, institutional, and structural discrimination. The capability 
approach is ‘essentially a “people-centred” approach, which puts human agency (rather than organ
izations such as markets or governments) at the centre of the stage’ (Drèze & Sen, 2002, p. 6) and can 
help in ‘progressing a socially oriented conceptualisation of disability’ (Van Aswegen & Shevlin, 2019, 
p. 640).

Conclusion

In this paper we present the capability approach as an overarching conceptual framework with rel
evance for accessible tourism research. We highlight the potential of the capability approach in 
advancing the theoretical development of the field of accessible tourism. So far, accessible 
tourism research has taken a mainly economic and social rights-based perspective in arguing for 
the need to address questions about the participation of persons with disabilities (PwD) in 
tourism, leisure, and recreational activities. While such a focus has done much for clarifying the chal
lenges and opportunities for PwD’s participation, their agency and choices have not always been 
made central in research inquiries. The capability approach offers new conceptual grounds for acces
sible tourism research because it focuses 

on what people are able to do and be, on the quality of their life, and on removing obstacles in their lives so that 
they have more freedom to live the kind of life that, upon reflection, they have reason to value. (Robeyns, 2005, 
p. 94)

As scholars start to recognize the relevance of the capability approach to accessible tourism (Bellucci 
et al., 2023; Bhogal-Nair et al., 2023; Zahari et al., 2023), our discussion is timely in that we demon
strate how the application of the capability approach and its emphasis on human diversity enables 
us to deal with the multi-dimensional wellbeing, interpersonal variation, and agency of PwD. Herein 
lies the contribution of our paper.

We have shown the close alignment between the capability approach with the social model of 
disability, and the conceptual basis it offers for work focusing on social inclusion and equity for 
PwD in tourism, leisure, and recreational activities. We have identified three areas of accessible 
tourism research where the capability approach can help advance. Firstly, the capability approach 
brings more attention to the influence of non-market resources, such as support from families 
and disability organizations, and socio-economic conversion factors on PwD’s opportunities to 
travel. Secondly, the capability approach highlights PwD’s choices and agency both in the 
tourism context and regarding their broad wellbeing. In this way, the approach can contribute to 
a more holistic, nuanced, and richer understanding of the role of personal choice and agency – 
both real and perceived – in enabling and/or hampering PwD’s opportunities for travel and how 
such opportunities help them achieve functionings they value. Thirdly, the capability approach 
encourages accessible tourism scholars to critically examine accessible tourism and other relevant 
policies and initiatives, and to engage with more interdisciplinary inquiries to address social 
inequality.

The capability approach is a flexible and multi-purpose framework, rather than a precise theory 
(Alkire, 2005; Robeyns, 2017; Sen, 1992). Critics may call it ambiguous, but we are of the view that 
it is this open and underspecified nature that gives the capability approach its strengths. We illus
trate how the capability approach offers a broad theoretical framework that can advance discussions 
in accessible tourism, but its more specific applications will depend on particular study purposes and 
contexts. One thing is clear though, and this is, to create valuable real opportunities to travel for 
PwD, it is necessary to involve PwD in research design, expressing and deciding what really 
matters to their lives and their personal wellbeing, and how travelling can play a part in it.

Future studies therefore can offer new perspectives in collecting information by listening to PwD 
with various disabilities, their families, caregivers, and disability organizations. The capability 
approach opens up avenues for research that focuses on, for example, the interpersonal comparison 
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of capabilities of PwD and their families/caregivers for and through tourism; assessment of accessible 
tourism products against capabilities and functionings desired by PwD, based on their personal 
values, preferences and interest, not just their disabilities; investigation into how PwD achieve travel
ling by utilizing various resources, conversion factors, and agency; and assessment of how achieved 
travelling helps PwD build new capabilities and support their wellbeing over time. Such studies can 
assist scholars to build more complete knowledge of what truly matters to PwD across their life 
course and inform accessible tourism policies and product design.

There is also fruitful work to be done at the intersection between accessible tourism and social 
tourism, and between tourism and other relevant disciplines by addressing the links between disabil
ity and poverty, disability and social inclusion, and disability and wellbeing. Such interdisciplinary 
work can inform practices in other relevant fields, such as, therapeutic recreation and occupational 
health, and relevant policies and initiatives, strengthening the argument for the role of tourism in 
social inclusion and wellbeing of PwD.

Central to the capability approach is human diversity. Ultimately it focuses on what people are 
effectively able to do and be, to lead the lives they value. In giving prominence to PwD’s choices 
and agency, the capability approach is useful in dismantling dominant ableist discourse while 
making future accessible tourism research inquiries more participatory and inclusive. In effect the 
capability approach helps tourism scholars develop more comprehensive understanding of how 
tourism can help a person to lead a life they value regardless of their disability.
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