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Abstract: The necessity of developing an accessible tourism industry is recognized by a wide range of tourism academics and is 

increasingly recognized by international organizations such as the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO). A part of this development will 

be the creation of easily-recognized universal system of accessibility symbols.  This report looks at a wide range of accessibility 

communication systems currently being used in ten countries from Europe, North America, the Middle East, and the South Pacific. An 

evaluation of each systems shows that organizations often use the same symbols but imbue them with different meanings and add other 

symbols to imply more details about the exact accessibility level. Additionally, assessments of venue accessibility are done using different 

rating systems and are confusing in practice. The majority of organizations do not clearly indicate who judged the level of accessibility and 

for this reason the accuracy of the assigned symbols may not be verifiable. Organizations that do state the assessors refer to trained 

volunteers and students or the venue occupiers themselves.  
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1. Introduction 

 

Since accessible tourism is becoming a wider known tourism niche and need and tourism providers are gradually beginning to offer 

accessible experiences, a universal symbol system should be developed. Currently, there exists a wide range of accessibility symbols and 

rating schemes with strengths and weaknesses. In this report, a number of currently used symbols systems and rating schemes across 

Europe, Asia, North America and the Pacific will be critically explored.  

Systems that occur on the internet are explored by country and continent. Each system is explained by showing the symbols used and 

the schemes are critically analyzed for usability and feasibility. Firstly, the symbols across Europe are discussed followed by symbols used 

in Israel, Canada and Australia. Links to each of these are provided.  After examining all systems, section twelve outlines the organizations 

expected to have developed a system. The limitations of all systems are discussed and finally recommendations are given about 

developing a universal accessibility symbol system.  



2.  Belgium: Information Spot Accessible Travel  

 

Information Spot Accessible Travel is an organization situated in Belgium. The organization created a label for accessibility of tourism 

(Infopunt toegankelijk reizen, 2006). The label consists of three levels visualized with three labels: 

 

Label 1: This label indicates a building has been investigated, but no information about accessibility is present. 
 

 

  

 

 

Label 2: This label indicates that a building is objectively investigated and is basically accessible for people who are 

mobility impaired, including people using wheelchair.   
 
  

 

 

 

Label 3:  This label is assigned to buildings which are comfortably and dependently accessibly for people with mobility 

impairment.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

Limitations: Only access for wheelchair users is considered.  None of the labels indicate accessibility for people with visual or hearing 

impairments and they do not clearly describe what facilities in the buildings are included in access assessment.    

Source: http://www.toegankelijkreizen.be/Label.713.0.html?&L=3  



3. Ireland: Tourist Office Dublin  

 

On the website ‘Official Online Tourist Office of Dublin’ a rating scheme developed by Fáilte Ireland (Dublin Tourism, 2009) for the 

validation and provision of information on registered and approved accommodations is presented. This scheme presents the following 

four categories:  

 

 

Accessible to ambulant people capable of climbing flights of steps with a maximum height between landings of 1.8 meters. 

 

Accessible to ambulant people with mobility impairments but capable of climbing three steps 

 

Accessible to wheelchair users including those who can transfer unaided to and from the wheelchair 

 

 Accessible to all wheelchair users including those requiring assistance to transfer to and from the wheelchair e.g. carer / partner 

 



Limitations: the rating scheme does not consider people with other than mobility disabilities.  

 

Source: http://www.visitdublin.com/Information/Default.aspx?id=338  

 

4. France: Association Tourisme et Handicap  

 

The website of Paris Office du Tourisme et des Congrès  gives information regarding a French disability label (Paris Office du Tourisme et 

des Congrès, 2010). In 2001 the Secretary of State of Tourism launched the ‘Quality Initiative’ of the national Tourisme & Handicaps label 

which acts to support the accessibility of holidays and leisure for people with a disability. The aims of the label are to: 

• Provide reliable and objective information on accessibility and tourist facilities taking into account all types of disability;  

• Develop a tourism offer that is adapted and integrated into the general offer;  

• Give a competitive edge to tourism professionals adopting these initiatives (Paris Office du Tourisme et des Congrès, 2010). 

 

The label considers four types of disability and presents four pictograms, namely: ambulatory disability, visual disability, hearing 

disability, and intellectual disability (see figure 1).   



 

Figure 1: LabelsTourisme et Handicap 

The labels can be used for five years. Thereafter the standards for accessibility will be re-checked and the label can be used again if 

appropriate. A range of brochures have been developed to inform customers and tourism operators about the label. The first describes the 

labels and gives a list of tourism offices subscribed to the label and the second lists the cultural sites, museums, accommodations and 

restaurants subscribed to the label and the access to these venues in Paris and Ile-de-France.  The first page of the brochure for Paris and 

Ile-de-France is shown below.  



 

Figure 2: brochure Paris and Ilee-de-France



 

Limitations: the system is really well developed and thought through. The brochure is only produced in French and is therefore only 

accessible for people who read French.  

Sources: 

France: ..\Brochure Tourisme & Handicap France.pdf 

Paris and Ile-de-France: ..\Brochure Tourisme & Handicap Paris.pdf 

5. England 

Disabled Go 

 

DisabledGo, a company and website designed to guide locals and tourist with disabilities through England, uses 20 symbols (Burke, 2000). 

The symbols have been designed in consultation with people with disabilities and represent important information that people with 

disabilities have told the organization would be good to find out. All the venues visited by the surveyors of Disabled Go are given symbols 

which are explained below.  

 

 

Three symbols are used particularly for people with mobility impairments:  

Wheelchair User 

This is given when key services in the venue are accessible to a person who can independently power their wheelchair.  
Venues will have – 

• Level access leading to the entrance door 

• Level access inside or easy ramps/standard/platform lifts to access level changes 



• Sensor/push pad operated automatic doors or no doors at the main entrance 

• Doors must have a clear door width of at least 75cm 

 

Wheelchair User with Assistance 

The key services in the venue are accessible to a wheelchair user. However assistance may be required to overcome features such as heavy 
doors or moderate ramps. 

Venues will have – 

• Level access or an easy/moderate ramp and/or up to one shallow (10cm) step 

• Internal level changes can be overcome by easy/moderate ramps or standard/platform  lifts/or up to one shallow (10cm) step 

• Manual or automatic doors, if manual these doors could be heavy 

• Doors must have a clear door width of at least 75cm 

You may need to ask a member of staff to use the lift if there is one at the venue awarded the symbol. This will be noted as part of the 

Detailed Access Guide. 

 

 
Mobility Impaired Walker 

This is awarded to a venue where at the entrance to the building there are no more than three medium steps. If there is more than one step 
a handrail must be provided. Internal level changes can be overcome by moderate/easy ramps and/or lifts. 

 

 
 

 

 
17 Other symbols include: 

 
Seat Available 

A seat is available on the premises for customers. If not readily available it can be requested. 
 

 

 

WC Adapted 
There are adapted toilets on the premises.  

 

The toilet must have – 

• A clear door width of at least 75cm 

• Step free access 

• Sufficient space for a wheelchair user to manoeuvre 



• Grab rails and drop down rails available 

 

WC Standard 
There is step free access to standard toilets on the premises. These are located on the ground or other floors accessible by lift. 

 

 

Adapted Changing Rooms 
There are adapted changing rooms or fitting rooms available on the premises. 

The changing rooms must have - 

• A clear door width of at least 75cm 

• Step free access 

• Sufficient space for a wheelchair user to manoeuvre 

• Grab rails and drop down rails available 

 

Changing Places Facilities1 
DisabledGo is delighted to add its support to the Changing Places campaign for fully accessible public toilet facilities for people with profound 

and multiple learning disabilities. Changing Places toilets include an adult-sized, height-adjustable changing bench, hoist and plenty of space. 
Standard adapted toilets do not meet the needs of all people with a disability - or their carers. 

Changing Places toilets are different to standard adapted toilets. 

Changing Places toilets provide: 

• The right equipment 

• A height adjustable adult sized changing bench 

• A tracking hoist system, or mobile hoist if this is not possible 

• Enough space 

• Adequate space in the changing area for the disabled person and up to two carers 

• A centrally placed toilet with room either side for the carers 

• A screen or curtain to allow the disabled person and carer some privacy 

• A safe and clean environment 

                                                             
1The criteria for awarding the symbol is designed by the Changing Places consortium and further information can be found on the Changing Places website. Where these facilities do not meet 

the criteria set out by the Changing Places Consortium the facility will be known as Changing Places (Partial). These type of facilities will not be awarded the Changing Places symbol but the 

Adapted Changing Room symbol. To qualify for the Changing Places (Partial) section to be added, the facility must meet this minimum criteria: 

The changing facility should be at least the minimum floor size for Changing Places and have an adapted toilet within the cubicle 

The information will be included in the access guide to allow the user to decide if the facility is suitable to their requirements. 

As part of our partnership working with Changing Places, DisabledGo will provide the details of partial facilities to Changing Places in order for them to contact the venue with a view to 

encouraging the service provider to upgrade the facility to the full Changing Places standard. 
 



• Wide tear off paper roll to cover the bench 

• A large waste bin for disposable pads 

• A non-slip floor 

 

 

Large Print 

Large print information is available on the premises. Large print materials which are available 'on request' will be noted in the Additional 
Information section on the Detailed Access Guides but will not qualify for the large print symbol. 

 

Braille 
Braille information is available on the premises. Braille information which is available 'on request' will be noted in the Additional Information 

section on the Detailed Access Guides but will not qualify for the Braille symbol. 

 

Assistance Dog 
The service provider welcomes assistance dogs onto the premises. 

 

Hearing System 

A sound enhancement system is available at certain locations within the premises. 

 

Contacting the venue 

The service provider is contactable by one or more of – 

• Textphone 

• Fax 

• Email 

 

Home Service 
The service provider has a policy of providing a home delivery or home visiting service. A website delivery service does not constitute a home 

service. 

 

Parking 3 stars 
The venue has it's own car park for use by patrons 

This symbol will also be applied for venues within for example a shopping centre/retail park served by a car park belonging to the shopping 
centre/retail park as a whole. 

 

Parking 2 stars 
Blue Badge on street parking available 

This will be given if: 

• There is on street Blue Badge parking in the immediate vicinity of the venue or; 

• The venue can provide parking if booked in advance to Blue Badge holders. 

• This last point could refer to a venue which has a car park for staff only but are happy to reserve a space for a Blue Badge holder. 



• All local parking restrictions should be checked before visiting the venue. 

 

Parking 1 star 
Public Car Park near to the venue 

This symbol indicates that there is a public car park within approximately 200 metres of the venue. This will refer to car parks such as NCP or 
council car parks. 

 

Adapted Accommodation 

This symbol will only be awarded to accommodation which has rooms which have 

• Either step free, ramped or lift access to bedrooms 

• Adapted en suite facilities 

• All doors leading to an adapted room and internal doors leading to the ensuite will have a minimum clear door width of 75cm 

• The adapted ensuite will have a selection of handrails to aid transfer to the toilet and ideally a drop down rail for balance and side 

transfer space (minimum of 60 cm) 

• The adapted ensuite will have a lowered bath or a level access wheel in shower 

There are many other adaptations available for hotel rooms and DisabledGo will provide additional details with regards to hoists, auxiliary 
aids for sensory impairments etc where available. The guide should be read in full to check the room meets your requirements. 

 

Sign Language used 
The service provider has informed a DisabledGo Surveyor that they have a member of staff trained in sign language generally on duty. 

The symbol will not be awarded if the sign language interpreter is only available on request. The information relating to the sign language 
interpreter is contained in the Additional Information section of the Detailed Access Guides and should be read fully to discover if a sign 

language interpreter is available on request and what level of sign language they are trained to. 
We must emphasise that it is a symbol that should be relied upon with care as managing practices can vary and business ownership can 

change resulting in different approaches to disability. We can only assess whether venues have a sign language interpreter available at the 
time of the survey and at the Annual Renewal. 

 

Disability Awareness Training 
The service provider has informed a DisabledGo Surveyor that they provide Disability Awareness Training for their staff. 

We have reservations about including this symbol, however we have been asked to include it in our guides by disabled people. We must 
emphasise that it is a symbol that should be relied upon with care as managing practices can vary and business ownership can change 

resulting in different approaches to disability. We can only assess whether venues have disability awareness training at the time of the survey 
and at the Annual Renewal.  

 

Limitations: The symbols are easy to use on the ‘DisabledGo’ website but might be confusing to use for an actual venue if the symbols are 

not explained. These symbols do consider the majority of disabilities people can have, which is very positive.  

Source: http://www.disabledgo.com/en/symbols 



Visit London 

 

The website of Visit London has one section providing information about accessibility to theaters which uses three symbols for assisted 

performances (Visit London, 2010). 

 

Audio described performances 

 

 

 

Captioned performances 

 

 

Sign languages interpreted performances 

 

 



Apart from these symbols ‘Official London Theatre’ developed an information guide with accessibility listings of all theatres in London. In 

the listings the accessibility of facilities was examined considering people with ambulatory, hearing and visual disabilities. The following 

facilities were checked: 

- Situation of accessible toilets; 

- Number of wheelchair spaces; 

- Sound amplification; 

- Access from street to foyer; 

- Access from theatre foyer to seats; 

- Level access; 

- Stair lift / lift / ramp available. 

The first page of the guide is presented below:  

 



Figure 3“London Theatre accessibility assessments guide” 



Limitations: the system might work very well as the ‘Access London Theatre’ guide can be downloaded from the internet and printed if 

necessary. The guide clearly indicates what features the theaters have and how the locations can be accessed. However, other venues in 

London use other systems to indicate access and standardization at all venues would be useful in the future.  

Source: http://www.visitlondon.com/maps/accessibility/index http://www.officiallondontheatre.co.uk/access/  

6. Germany: Ministry for Economics and Technology 

 

The Ministry for Economics and Technology (BMWI) and the Institute for Geography of Westfälischen Wilhelms-University in Münster 

have cooperated to come up with five categories  and standards for the encouragement of access within hospitality (Neumann, Pagenkopf, 

Schiefer, & Lorenz, 2008). The categories are:  

a. Access for guests with disability using a non-motorized wheelchair or those who are dependent on help from others but are able 

to walk.  

b. Access for guests who are dependent on a wheelchair to be mobile 

c. Access for guests who are partly blind or blind 

d. Access for guests who are partly deaf or are deaf 

e. Access for all guests who have a physical or sensory disabled (Category A-D) 

The symbols used in this system are pictured below:  



Figure 4: “Leaflet about barrier free tourism and symbols”.  

 

Limitations: more symbols are needed to specify further accessibility of buildings for people with disabilities other than those used.  

Source: http://www.bmwi.de/BMWi/Redaktion/PDF/Publikationen/barrierefreier-

tourismus,property=pdf,bereich=bmwi,sprache=de,rwb=true.pdf  



7. The Netherlands 

 

Accessible Amsterdam 

 

The website of ‘Accessible Amsterdam’ gives insight into the accessibility of a large array of venues in the city including hotels, cinemas, 

museums, gardens, clubs, universities etc (Toegankelijk Amsterdam, 2008). To assess accessibility the rating system below is used:  

In general  

On this page you find information on the symbols used. These criteria are based on the Dutch Manual of Accessibility and the national 

accessibility code.  

 4 points - Most easily accessible  

 

This symbol indicates that the building or location has good access for most people, including independent wheelchair users.   

 

3 points - More easily accessible  

 

This symbol indicates that the building or location is easily accessible for wheelchair users with an attendant or with assistance, and 

possibly for wheelchair users with sufficient strength in the arms and persons on crutches or with a walking stick.   

2 points - Less accessible  

 



This symbol indicates that the building or location is easily accessible for persons on crutches or with a walking stick, or persons with 

limited mobility. It is not accessible for most wheelchair users. 

 

1 point - Least accessible  

 

This symbol indicates that the building or location is only accessible to persons without an ambulatory disability. It is not accessible for 

most wheelchair users, persons on crutches or with a walking stick and persons with prams or lots of belongings. 

Yes / Available - 4 points  

 

This symbol is used to indicate that facilities are available (for blind/visually impaired persons and deaf/hearing impaired persons) 

and/or that smoking is not permitted.  

No / Not available - 1 point  

 

This symbol is used to indicate that facilities are not available (for blind/visually impaired persons and deaf/hearing impaired persons) 

and/or that smoking is permitted.  

The building’s ratings are assessed by trained volunteers and students, working for ‘Clientenbelang Amsterdam’ a non-profit organization 

working for the interest of people with disabilities in Amsterdam.  The first four points explained in the overview above refer to people 

with mobility disabilities. The last two refer to people with visual and hearing impairments and give information about smoking. The 

example below shows how the rating system is used.  



 

Figure 5: “Accessibility ratings of hotels in Amsterdam” 

Limitations: the rating system gives information for people with ambulatory, visual, and hearing impairments and shows information 

about smoking. The last however, is outdated because smoking has been illegal within all public buildings in the Netherlands since 2008. 



The initiative to add information about permission to smoke is good as it considers people with lung or breathing problems. Furthermore 

the information about access to facilities in the buildings could be more detailed.  

Source: http://www.toegankelijkamsterdam.nl/page/pag_view.asp?pag_id=22370  

 

Accessible Rotterdam: Rijnmonds information system accessible city 

This site has been developed by the Dutch organization ‘MEE Rotterdam’ (MEE Rotterdam, 2000). The access information for buildings 

given on this website is provided by managers/operators responsible for the buildings themselves. The information on each of the 

buildings is split up into different sections, for example, public transport, car parking, entrance, horizontal accessibility, vertical 

accessibility, sanitary facilities, facilities for the blind and visually impaired, facilities for the deaf and hearing impaired, and non-

smoking/partial smoking. For each section, the data provided is compared with recognised accessibility standards. On the basis of this, 

each section (or aspect) of the building is graded, with 1,2,3 or 4 stars. The facilities for the blind/visually impaired, deaf/hearing 

impaired and non-smoking/partial smoking are graded with 4 stars (yes) or 1 star (no). The following system is used: 

 4 stars - Most easily accessible  

This symbol indicates that the building or location is easily accessible for most people including independent wheelchair users.  

 3 stars - More easily accessible  

This symbol indicates that the building or location is easily accessible for wheelchair users with an attendant or with local assistance, and 

possibly for wheelchair users with sufficient strength in the arms and persons on crutches or with a walking stick.   

 2 stars - Less easily accessible  



This symbol indicates that the building or location is easily accessible for persons on crutches or with a walking stick, or persons with 

limited mobility. It is not accessible for most wheelchair users. 

 1 star - Least accessible 

This symbol indicates that the building or location is only accessible to persons without a physical disability. It is not accessible for most 

wheelchair users, persons on crutches or with a walking stick and persons with prams or lots of belongings. 

 4 stars - Yes / Available 

This symbol is used to indicate that facilities are available (for blind/visually impaired persons and deaf/hearing impaired persons) 

and/or that smoking is not permitted.  

 1 star - No / Not available  

This symbol is used to indicate that facilities are not available (for blind/visually impaired persons and deaf/hearing impaired persons) 

and/or that smoking is permitted. 

 

The system works similarly to the system ‘Accessible Amsterdam’ is using. The same criteria are given and the accessibility assessments 

on the website look the same. The only difference between the two systems are the stripes and the stars. An example of an assessment by 

‘Accessible Rotterdam’ is given below: 



 

Figure 6: “Accessibility ratings of windmills and craft businesses in Rotterdam”  

Limitations: in contrast to the assessments made by trained volunteers and students in Amsterdam, the assessments in Rotterdam are 

made by the companies themselves. This could have an effect on the accuracy and value of the assessments as the companies might not 

understand what is truly accessible. Furthermore the smoking assessment ratings are outdated and no detailed information about 

facilities in the buildings is available.  

Source: http://www.accessible.rotterdam.nl/page/pag_view.asp?pag_id=22289  



8. Italy: Turismo Accessibile 

  

The website “Turismo Accessibile” is an Italian website about tourism in the city of Naples (Turismo Accessibile, 2010). The website lists a 

great range of venues in the city which have been examined for their accessibility. It is set up by the ‘Turismo Commune di Napoli’ and the 

associates of the tourism department of the province of Naples.  The website does not say who made the assessments. The following 

symbols are used:  

 

Entrance accessible for wheelchair users 

- with no steps or with a raised threshold of up to 2,5 cm 

- ramps with a gradients of up to 8%  

- doorways or corridors with a net minimum width of 75 cm 

- sufficient internal usability 

 

Entrance accessible with assistance for wheelchair users 

- maximum difference in height constituted by one step of no more than 20 cm 

- ramps with a gradient of up to 12% 

- doorway or corridors with a net minimum width of 65 cm 

 

Entrance inaccessible for wheelchair users 

- presence of steps 

- ramps with a gradient of over 12% 

- doorway or corridors with a net minimum width of less than 65 cm 



 

Accessible WC 

- doorway with minimum net width of 75 cm 

- possibility of manoeuvring wheelchair inside or outside 

- possibility of getting alongside to WC 

- presence of supporting bars next to the WC 

 

WC accessible with assistance 

- doorway with minimum net width of 65 cm 

- possibility of using WC with assistance 

 

Inaccessible WC 

- presence of obstacles 

- impossibility of approach for wheelchair users 

- insufficient space 

- absence of supporting bars next to the WC 

 

Reserved parking spaces  

Presence of one or more reserved parking spaces within 50m from the entrance 

 

Accessible lift 

- doorway with minimum net width of 75 cm 

- minimum depth of lift cabin 130 cm 

- space for manoeuvre in front of lift of 150x150 cm 



 

Lift Accessible with assistance 

- doorway with minimum net width of 65 cm 

- minimum depth of lift cabin 120 cm 

- space for manoeuvre in front of lift of 140x140 cm 

 

Inaccessible lift 

- insufficient size 

 

Entrance accessible for those with impaired mobility 

 

Specific diet 

-Special menus for those with specific dietary requirements 

 

Aids for the blind and those with impaired eyesight 

 

Aids for the deaf and those with impaired hearing 



 

Aids for pregnant women  

 

 

 

Limitations: The symbols are comprehensive and cover a variety of disabilities, including allergies or specific dietary requirements. 

Additionally a symbol is created for aid to pregnant women which is an innovative initiative. A limitation of the rating system is that those 

who made the assessments are not identified.  

Source: http://www.turismoaccessibile.it/LegendaSimboli_en.htm  

9. Access Israel 

 

“Access Israel” is a non-profit organization dedicated to making Israel an accessible place for all its citizens, including those living with 

disabilities. The organization set up accessibility grades in symbols which are explained by text. Three possible grades for symbols are 

used to communicate accessibility: ‘Accessible’, ‘Partially Accessible’ and ‘Inaccessible’.  Three common disabilities are symbolized : 

wheelchair users, Hard Of Hearing(HOH)/Deaf and visually-impaired/blind (Access Israel, 2008).  

The symbols are given below: 

  

 



 = Accessible for Wheelchair Users 

 = Partially Accessible for Wheelchair Users 

 = Inaccessible for Wheelchair Users 

 = Accessible for hard-of-hearing (HOH)/Deaf 

 = Partially accessible for HOH/Deaf 

 = Inaccessible for HOH/Deaf 

 =Accessible for the visually-impaired/blind  

=Partially Accessible for the visually-impaired/blind 

 =Inaccessible for the visually-impaired/blind 

 

Limitations: the symbols are easy to understand and to remember, but the system does not clearly indicate what exactly is accessible in 

the building (toilets, sanitary, showers, baby change facilities, hearing loops, sign language options etc.) 

Source: http://www.aisrael.org/Eng/Index.asp?ArticleID=82&CategoryID=62&Page=1  



10.  Canada: The Accessible Road 

 

Kéroul (2005), a non-profit organization lobbying for “tourism and culture for people with restricted physical ability” developed the 

following symbols for tourist to assess accessibility.  

 

 

Tourist and Leisure Companion Sticker. Free entry to the companion of a person with an impairment. 

 

Service(s) for persons with a visual impairment  

 

Documents in Braille and/or large print  

 

Menus in Braille and/or large print  

 

Elevator panels in Braille and/or large print  

 

Tactile exploration  

 

Service(s) for persons with a hearing impairment 

 

TV telecaption decoder  

 

TTY (Teletypewriter) Available  

 

Audioguide with adjustable volume  

 

Flashing and/or vibrating fire alarm  



 

Quebec Sign Language  

 

System for the hearing-impaired  

 

wheelchairs available  

 

Adapted bedrooms  

 

Adapted shower stalls  

 

Movable shower or transfer bench  

 

Hand-held shower head  

 

Raised toilet  

 

Picnic table available  

 

 

Limitations: While Kéroul has developed symbols covering the majority of disabilities, they might be confusing for people who are not 

familiar with them and explanations are required.  

Source: http://www.larouteaccessible.com/index.php/en/accueil/content/id/cestquoi 

 

 



11. Australia 

Australia for All 

 

The website of “Australia for All has a section where the symbols are listed to be used for self assessments (Ambrose, Miller, & Murphy, 

2007).  

Suitable for guests with sufficient mobility to climb two or three steps, but would benefit from fixtures and fittings to aid 

balance. 

 

Suitable for guests who depend on the use of a wheelchair in a seated position at all times. 

 

Suitable for guests with high support needs who uses a hoist and always travel with a carer.  

 

Suitable for guests with a hearing impairment, from mild hearing loss to profoundly deaf.  

 

Suitable for guests with a vision impairment.  

  



Limitations: the symbols are listed for the encouragement of self-assessment by tourism operators, which is a good initiative to increase 

access communication.  However, self-assessments are vulnerable to inaccurateness.  

Source: http://www.australiaforall.com/Self%20Assess.html  

Sydney for All 

 

The Sydney for All website (Tourism New South Wales) uses different symbols than Australia for All. The symbols are listed below: 

 Mobility access is available offering a clear path of travel throughout the venue including an accessible toilet 

 A clear path of travel throughout the venue for those who are blind or have low vision 

 Audio description is available 

 Hearing loop or audio induction loop is available 

 Auslan sign language interpretation is available 

 Text captions provided for audio content 

 Telephone Typewriter (TTY) is available 



Limitations: the symbols are easy to recognize and not too complicated. They are different from the symbols of Australia for All which 

might cause confusion.  

Source: http://www.sydneyforall.com/  

 The National Public Toilet Map 

 

The National Public Toilet Map is an project by the National Continence Management Strategy of the Australian Government (Department 

of Health and Ageing). The program shows all the public toilets across Australia including details. These details are expressed in symbols. 

Details of toilet facilities can also be found along major travel routes and for shorter journeys as well. Useful information is provided about 

each toilet, such as location, opening hours, availability of baby change rooms, accessibility for people with disabilities and the details of 

other nearby toilets. The following symbols are of use for people with disabilities: 

 Accessibility features available 

 Male toilet, with accessibility features 

 Female toilet, with accessibility features 

 Male and female toilet, or unisex toilet, with accessibility features 

 Caravan dump point 

 MLAK lock fitted 



 Accessible parking available near the toilet 

Furthermore it presents symbols of features at toilets:  

 Baby change facility available 

 Showers available 

 Water is suitable for drinking 

 Sharps disposal unit fitted 

 Sanitary disposal unit provided 

Limitations: it is not clear if the toilet facilities indicated using the symbols are also accessible for people with disabilities. A combination 

of the wheelchair symbol and the toilet facility symbols would make it clearer whether people with disabilities can access these facilities.  

Source: http://www.toiletmap.gov.au/staticpage.aspx?page=legend  



12. Organizations without system or not shown on website 

 

The organizations listed below appear not to have symbol systems:  

• Good Access Guide, UK 

• Society for Accessible Travel and Hospitality, SATH  

• Accessible Sweden 

• Beijing 2008, guide to services not downloadable.  

13. Discussion 

 

The symbol systems and rating schemes explored were chosen because they were easily found when searching for accessibility 

symbols, indicating the systems are well communicated on the web. The systems have been developed in order to comply with the need of 

information provision about accessibility for people with disabilities. This study shows that each country listed uses a different system to 

communicate accessibility of tourism venues, accommodations, and restaurants. The symbols used have similarities and differences, and 

the differences might cause confusion about their meaning. It is important therefore that people with disabilities read the explanation of 

the system. The majority of organizations clarified the use of symbols or ratings on their website and this provides people with disabilities 

who search the internet before they go somewhere sufficient information.  Not all people with disabilities however might be aware of the 

online information.  A small number of organizations published brochures of the accessibility symbols (Tourisme et Handicap, Visit 

London, BMWI Germany and the Institute for Geography of Westfälischen Wilhelms-University in Münster) enabling people without 

internet access to read information about accessibility.  



Some countries had several different systems (England, the Netherlands, Australia). These systems have been developed by 

different organizations or district councils and do not appear to consider or only partly consider the other system at hand. The 

organizations use different methods of assessing access - one examines venues objectively by using instructed students or volunteers and 

the other uses subjective ratings, given by the people running the business in the venues themselves. The last is a critical point as self-

judgments might lead to inaccurate or low quality judgments. The organizations need instructed or trained people to be able to give a 

valuable and trust-worthy rating.  

A final point of discussion is the range of disabilities people could have. A small number of organizations did not consider people 

with other than mobile disabilities. The majority took into account people with mobile, visual and hearing impairments but did not 

consider people with an intellectual disability. If a universal system is developed it should consider mobile, visual, hearing and intellectual 

disabilities. To conclude, a unification of the variety of systems used to communicate and assess accessibility is necessary in order to 

comply with the clear information about accessibility needs of the increasing number of people with disabilities. Current systems are well 

designed but often lack cooperation with other national or international organizations trying to develop systems and reach the same goal, 

that of clear explanations and communication of the systems and objective judgments of accessibility. Recommendations of critical 

aspects to consider for the development of a universal system are given in the last section.  

14. Recommendations 

 

In regard to the accessibility systems discussed, the following recommendations for developing a universal system for accessibility 

symbols and ratings is given: 

- Development of similar symbols and rating systems (make use of the recent best practices) which have the ability to be used 

universally; 

- Use symbols that require no or little information and are understood worldwide;  



- Publication of  the universal symbols and universal rating system in a variety of languages (depends on the situation) using 

different information channels (online, downloadable, hard-copies at tourist offices across the country, tourism agencies, 

accommodations and district councils).  

- Objective examinations of accessibility by access tourism professionals or trained students or volunteers working for the 

organization; 

- Objective examination needs to include access assessments for people with mobile, visual, hearing and intellectual disabilities.  

- Consider the size, font size, letter type and colors when choosing or designing accessibility symbols or rating systems and make 

them accessible for people with visual disabilities (option to listen to the instructions online or in Braille).  
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