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As stated in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, “Disability is not an intrinsic
characteristic of the individual, but the negative and variable result of the interaction between the person,
with his or her physical, mental, intellectual, relational or sensory characteristics, and the barriers, material
or immaterial, posed by the contexts in which he or she lives.” This foundational understanding highlights a
crucial truth: context is the variable that determines difficulty. When barriers are removed, participation
becomes possible, and opportunities for meaningful engagement emerge.

Accessible and inclusive tourism ensures that everyone can participate fully in travel and leisure activities.
This approach not only fulfills ethical and legal responsibilities but also fosters social equity and enriches the
tourism experience for all. However, not all tourism sites are prepared in this respect. For example, natural
areas often pose challenges due to their rugged terrains and traditional designs; consequently, accessible
tourism in nature therefore involves innovative solutions to make these spaces navigable and enjoyable for
visitors with physical, sensory, or cognitive disabilities. Nevertheless, investment has not been enough and
they frequently lack convenient infrastructure to guarantee tourism activities are for all. 

Natural area guides and tourism operators also play a critical role in bridging the gap between accessibility
challenges and inclusive experiences. By adopting inclusive design principles, they ensure that trails, visitor
centers, and activities are accessible to all. Guides can foster meaningful connections by adapting
interpretative methods to meet diverse needs, using tactile, visual, or auditory tools, and providing tailored
services. Operators, in turn, can create systemic inclusivity through training, collaboration with
stakeholders, and embedding accessibility in the design of services and infrastructure.

Within this context, the DIANA project - Developing Inclusive and Accessible Natural Areas emerges as an
initiative aimed at making natural areas accessible and inclusive. This Erasmus+ project (KA210 VET –
Small-scale partnerships in vocational education and training project) is being implemented by three
European organisations from Italy, Macedonia, and Spain and it combines research, stakeholder
engagement, and best practices to create a comprehensive framework for inclusive tourism. Central to the
DIANA project is the development of a training toolkit designed to empower guides, operators, and park
managers with the skills and knowledge to deliver accessible tourism experiences. The toolkit includes
actionable strategies and practical tools to address physical, cognitive, and sensory accessibility, aligning
with sustainability and universal design principles.

This training toolkit has been designed with versatility in mind, allowing for both global and partial use. Each
module has been developed as a standalone training pill, enabling users to select and implement the
specific content most relevant to their needs. Whether used in its entirety for a comprehensive approach
to accessible and inclusive tourism in natural areas or employed individually to address specific gaps or
training objectives, the toolkit offers flexibility and practicality for diverse contexts and audiences. This
modular structure ensures that the toolkit adapts seamlessly to various educational, operational, and
organizational settings.

Through its focus on training and innovation, the DIANA project underscores the importance of collective
action in transforming natural tourism into an inclusive sector. This toolkit is not just a resource; it is a call to
action for the tourism industry to embrace accessibility as a core value, ensuring that everyone has the
opportunity to connect with nature on their own terms.

A Quick Approach to Accessible and Inclusive Tourism in Protected Natural Areas 
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INTRODUCTION AND CONTEX

https://dianaerasmus.eu/


 Understanding Accessibility and Inclusivity: Raise awareness of the importance of accessible

tourism in natural areas and ensure guides, tour operators and other participants understand the needs

of people with physical, cognitive, and sensory disabilities.

1.

 Developing Skills for Accessible Inclusive Tourism: Equip nature guides, heritage interpreters,

interpretive hosts, tourism operators, and park managers with the knowledge and practical skills

needed to deliver inclusive tourism experiences.

2.

Implementing Accessible Infrastructure and Services: Provide actionable strategies for improving

the physical, cognitive, and sensory accessibility of natural environments and services.

3.

Promoting Sustainability and Collaboration: Ensure that accessibility improvements are aligned with

sustainability goals and foster collaboration between stakeholders, including local communities,

disability organizations (attention to people with functional diversities), and environmental bodies.

4.

Core Objectives of the Toolkit

3
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TRAINING MODULES 

PART TWO - ACCESSIBILITY AND INCLUSIVITY IN ACTION: KEY TOOLS READY TO
PUT INTO PRACTICE

Module 5: Communication and Service Skills for Inclusive Tourism

Summary

The goal of this module is to equip participants with the skills and knowledge needed to communicate

effectively with people of diverse abilities, promoting inclusive tourism. Participants will learn the

importance of adopting clear and respectful communication practices, explore assistive technologies that

facilitate access to information, and gain practical skills through exercises based on real-world scenarios.

The module covers the use of Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) tools, such as

electronic communicators and text-to-speech apps, as well as technologies for visual and vibration

signaling for people with sensory disabilities. It also addresses methods for supporting individuals with

cognitive disabilities, such as using support apps and visual materials, along with managing adaptive

equipment like the Joëlette. 

Through practical simulations, participants will have the opportunity to practice interacting with visitors

using these technologies, enhancing their skills in guiding and assisting during outdoor tourism activities.

5.1 Introduction to Communication and Service Skills for Inclusive Tourism

Inclusive Tourism: What is it?
Inclusive tourism is based on the fundamental principle that every person, regardless of their physical,

sensory, or cognitive abilities, should have access to safe, engaging, and inclusive tourism experiences. The

core of this approach lies not only in removing physical barriers, such as ramps, wider doors, or accessible

toilets, but also in adopting communication practices and technologies that facilitate interaction and access

to information.

This means ensuring that tourists with diverse needs can easily receive information, whether through

accessible websites, sign language interpretation, audio descriptions, or user-friendly apps. It also involves

adopting a mindset that emphasizes equality and respect for diversity, fostering environments where

everyone feels welcomed and valued.

Equally important is the role of guides and tourism professionals in promoting inclusivity through language.

They must use terminology that avoids stereotypes or negative connotations. For example, avoiding ableist

language—such as referring to someone as "handicapped" or "suffering from" a disability—can help prevent

perpetuating harmful and outdated views. Instead, it’s important to use person-first language (e.g., "person

with a disability") to emphasize the individual over their condition.

In this context, guides should be mindful of avoiding language that is pitying or overly sympathetic, which

can unintentionally create feelings of discomfort or disempowerment. For instance, instead of saying, "I’m

so sorry you have to deal with this," it’s better to focus on positive and empowering phrases, such as "I’m

glad we have solutions to make this accessible to you." By adopting inclusive language, guides can

contribute to creating a tourism experience that values all visitors as equal participants in the experience,

making them feel empowered, respected, and dignified.
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Additionally, guides should be trained to be sensitive to the diverse needs of their visitors, ensuring that the

language used is always respectful, neutral, and affirming of each individual's agency and humanity.

5.2 Best practices for clear, respectful communication with people with disabilities

Assistive Technologies and Tools for Accessible Tourism
Eye Pointers: Eye pointers are devices that enable people with mobility disabilities to communicate

and interact with their surroundings using eye movements. These tools, connected to a computer or

tablet, allow people to select words or images on a screen that are then vocalized by a speech

synthesizer. For a hiking guide, knowing how these tools work allows them to facilitate communication

during outdoor activities, such as providing instructions or responding to requests.

1.

Electronic Communicators: These devices, handheld or integrated into smartphones and tablets,

allow communication through the selection of images, words, or symbols that are vocalized by a

synthetic voice. Some visitors may use such tools to express preferences or needs during the hike.

Guides need to be able to recognize and interact with these devices, providing time for use and

responding in a clear and understandable manner.

2.

Vibration and Light Signaling: Technologies For people who are deaf or hard of hearing, some

devices can emit light signals or vibrations to communicate important events, such as the start of an

explanation or the need to take a break. Integrating these devices into outdoor activities ensures that

participants with sensory disabilities are always aware of warnings or directions from guides.

3.

Italian Sign Language (LIS): LIS is the visual-gestural language used by many deaf and hearing-

impaired people in Italy. Although not all environmental guides are trained in LIS, knowing the basic

signs for directions such as “welcome,” “help,” and “attention” can significantly improve the visitor

experience. During tours, it is helpful to have visual materials or aids such as LIS guides, and if possible,

plan to use LIS interpreters for more complex events or customized tours.

4.

Braille and Tactile Technologies: Braille is a tactile writing and reading system used by people who

are blind or visually impaired. On tours, maps or information cards in Braille can make the experience

more accessible. In addition, devices such as electronic canes or assisted navigation applications for

the blind, which give tactile or vocal feedback, are indispensable tools that need to be known and

implemented to ensure a safe and usable route.

5.

Robot Guides: Guide robots are devices that assist people with visual impairments to follow routes

independently. These robots provide audio or tactile directions and help participants move safely on

hiking trails. As an environmental guide, it is helpful to know how these tools work and how to integrate

them into particularly challenging trails or uneven terrain.

6.

Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC): refers to a set of techniques, methods, and

tools used to support or replace verbal communication for individuals with speech or language

difficulties. In the context of inclusive tourism, AAC plays a crucial role in removing communication

barriers and ensuring that all visitors, regardless of their verbal or cognitive abilities, can fully participate

in and enjoy their travel experiences. This chapter explores the role of AAC in tourism, the various tools

available, and best practices for effectively using AAC in this context

7.

Augmentative Communication: This involves methods that support or enhance a person's existing

speech. Examples include picture symbols, communication boards, or speech-generating devices

(SGDs) that help improve verbal communication.
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Alternative Communication: This refers to methods used when verbal communication is completely

replaced by other means, such as electronic devices that produce speech or systems based on

symbols or pictures.

AAC tools can be either low-tech (e.g., paper-based systems) or high-tech (e.g., digital devices and apps).

Tourism Context
In tourism, all these tools are essential for ensuring that people with speech, cognitive, or other

communication disabilities can access information, interact with staff, and enjoy the experience just like

anyone else. This helps visitors to:

Request Information
Ask for Assistance: Visitors with communication challenges can request help with navigation,

transportation, or any difficulties they encounter during their visit.

Express Preferences: help individuals communicate their preferences, such as dietary restrictions,

mobility needs, or specific activity choices.

 Provide Feedback: allow users to share their experiences or provide feedback on services received.

These tools help minimize frustration and enhance the comfort and autonomy of visitors, creating a more

inclusive and accessible environment.

Best Practices for Using communication tools in Tourism
To ensure that tourists with communication disabilities can effectively use tools, tourism providers should

follow these best practices:

Staff Training: Tourism professionals (guides, receptionists, tour operators) should be trained on how

to use tools and communicate effectively with individuals who use them. Being familiar with basic

methods ensures that the service is respectful, inclusive, and accommodating.

Provide Tools: Ensure that picture boards, communication apps, or speech-generating devices are

available at key tourist locations, such as information centers, hotels, or tour starting points. This

ensures accessibility for those who need them.

Customize Communication: tools should be adaptable to meet the specific needs of individuals.

Tourists may bring their own devices, so tourism providers should ensure that their systems are

compatible with a wide variety of devices and methods.

Make Communication Accessible: Information and signage should be clear and accessible, using

symbols, large fonts, and visual representations. For example, museums or other tourist sites can

display signs that incorporate both text and symbols to make it easier for users to navigate.

Be Patient and Flexible: When interacting with tourists, it’s important to be patient and flexible. Take

the time to listen, and be open to different methods of communication to ensure a positive experience.

Respectful communication for Accessible Tourism

Effective communication is a cornerstone of creating inclusive environments, especially in tourism, where
interactions with people of varying abilities are common. Ensuring clear, respectful communication with
people with disabilities requires not only a consideration of language but also of tone, attitude, and
approach. The following best practices offer guidance on how to communicate effectively and respectfully
with individuals with disabilities, fostering an environment of dignity, understanding, and inclusivity.
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1. Use Person-First Language
Person-first language is a key principle in respectful communication, emphasizing the person before their

condition or disability. This language choice underscores that the disability is only one aspect of a person's

identity, not their defining characteristic.

 For example:

Avoid: "The disabled person" or "The blind person."

Use: "A person with a disability" or "A person who is blind."

This subtle shift in language promotes respect by focusing on the individual and their humanity first.

2. Be Clear and Simple, But Not Condescending
While it is important to ensure that communication is clear and easy to understand, it is equally important

not to simplify the language in a patronizing way. People with disabilities, like all individuals, deserve to be

treated with dignity and as equals. For example, when speaking with someone who has a cognitive or

learning disability, use simple, direct language, but avoid talking down to them. Ask if they need

clarification, but do not assume they cannot understand.

3. Respect Personal Space and Boundaries
When interacting with someone with a disability, be mindful of their personal space and comfort level. This

is particularly important when working with people who have mobility issues or physical disabilities. Never

move someone’s mobility device (wheelchair, cane, etc.) without asking first, and always speak directly to

the person rather than to an accompanying companion unless the person indicates otherwise.

4. Offer Assistance, But Don’t Assume It’s Needed
It’s important to offer help when appropriate, but never assume that someone with a disability requires

assistance. People with disabilities often prefer to do things independently when they are able. If you feel

that help is necessary, ask politely if they would like assistance, and respect their response. 

For example:

Offer: "Can I help you with that?"

Respect: If they decline, say "Okay, if you need anything, feel free to ask."

5. Avoid Ableist Language and Attitudes
Ableist language is any language that devalues or stigmatizes individuals with disabilities. This can include

terms such as "handicapped," "crippled," or "suffering from" a disability. Instead, use terms that are neutral

and affirming, such as "person with a disability" or "individual with a mobility impairment." Additionally, avoid

terms that imply pity or sympathy, which can make people feel uncomfortable or infantilized.

Avoid: "You poor thing," or "It must be so difficult for you."

Use: "I admire your independence," or "It’s great that you are managing well."

By avoiding ableist language, you foster an environment where people with disabilities are seen as capable

and equal to everyone else.

6. Be Mindful of Non-Verbal Communication
Non-verbal communication is crucial when interacting with individuals with disabilities, especially those with
hearing, visual, or cognitive impairments. For example, if speaking to someone who is deaf or hard of
hearing, make sure you are facing them, speak clearly, and use gestures or written communication if
necessary. Avoid covering your mouth, which can hinder lip reading.
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5.2 Role-playing exercises: scenarios to practice communication with diverse groups. 

a. Practical Exercises and Role-Playing with Assistive Tools

Scenario 1: Interaction with an Electronic Communicator Simulation of a situation in which a visitor uses
an electronic communicator to request assistance along a trail. The guide practices appropriate and
inclusive responses, providing information about path characteristics and possible alternatives.
Scenario 2: Guiding a Visitor in Joëlette Practice driving a participant in a Joëlette chair along a hiking
trail. Practice includes how to properly balance the chair, deal with obstacles, and coordinate
communication with the visitor.

If communicating with someone with a visual impairment, describe the environment and any important

details verbally. For example, say, "The entrance is to your left," or "There is a chair right in front of you."

7. Avoid Over-Apologizing
While it’s important to acknowledge the presence of accessibility challenges, overly apologizing for

someone's disability or the limitations of an environment can create discomfort or a sense of inferiority.

Instead, focus on solutions and what can be done to ensure a positive experience. For instance, if there are

accessibility barriers, rather than saying, "I’m so sorry for the inconvenience," say, "We’ve worked hard to

make this space accessible, and we’re here to assist you however we can."

8. Be Patient and Allow Extra Time for Communication
Individuals with certain disabilities, such as those with speech impairments or cognitive disabilities, may

need more time to express themselves. It’s important to be patient and allow them the time they need to

communicate. Avoid interrupting, finishing their sentences, or rushing the conversation. Simply be attentive

and give them space to speak at their own pace.

9. Respect Autonomy and Independence
Many individuals with disabilities value their independence and autonomy. When communicating with

them, always show respect for their ability to make decisions about their own experiences. Never assume

that a person with a disability cannot make decisions for themselves, nor should you speak to them as if

they need constant supervision or guidance. Offer choices where possible and respect their decisions,

even if they differ from what you might expect.

10. Encourage Open Dialogue and Feedback
Creating an inclusive environment also means being open to feedback. Encourage visitors or guests with

disabilities to communicate their preferences, needs, or concerns about how they are being treated. This

dialogue helps create a more welcoming space and allows you to improve your communication practices

over time. If someone points out that a particular approach or word is offensive, be receptive and willing to

learn from that feedback.

11. Promote Positive Attitudes Towards Disability
One of the most powerful tools for creating an inclusive environment is fostering positive attitudes toward

disability. Use language and actions that emphasize the capabilities, not the limitations, of individuals with

disabilities. Encourage an atmosphere where all visitors feel welcomed, valued, and empowered to engage

fully in their experiences, regardless of their abilities.



Scenario 3: Assisting a Visitor with Cognitive Disabilities Practice on how to interact with a group that

includes people with cognitive disabilities, using support apps and visual materials to simplify information

about the hike.

Debriefing and Feedback After each exercise, discuss as a group the effectiveness of the tools and

techniques used.

b. Scenario 1: Interaction with an Electronic Communicator
Objectives of the exercise. Develop practical skills in interacting with people who use assistive

communication tools, such as electronic communicators (Augmentative and Alternative Communication

(CAA) devices).

Ensure that the guide and visitor understand each other clearly despite the use of an assistive device.

Provide information about trail features, accessible options, and alternatives in a clear and inclusive

manner.

Tools:

Electronic Communicator: A handheld device that allows the person to select preset phrases or compose

messages to express needs or requests. It can be a tablet or a device specifically for assistive

communication.

Trail Map: A map of the hiking trail with indications of inclines, any barriers, points of interest, and

accessible alternatives.

Visual Support Cards: To enhance communication, visual cards representing critical points of the trail

(e.g., inclines, rest areas) could be used.

Phases of the exercise:
Introduction to the Electronic Communicator:

Operation: Before starting the tutorial, explain briefly how the electronic communicator works. It may

be a device that speaks for the person, or a system that uses symbols or images to compose

sentences.

Message Customization: Simulate the configuration of the device, by setting common messages that

the visitor might use during an excursion (e.g. "I need a break", "What’s next?", "How long is it?")
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Simulated interaction:

Simulation of a Request for Assistance: The visitor, who could be a participant or a simulant, uses the
communicator to ask for information about the route, such as "What is the difficulty of this path?" or "Is
there a shaded area ahead?" 

Guide response: The guide responds in a clear and concise manner, adapting to the pace of the visitor’s
communication. Be patient, give the person time to select and send messages, and use simple sentences
to make sure the message is understood.



Use of Visual Cards or Simplified Maps: To further support communication, the guide may use route maps

with visual symbols or images, clearly indicating relevant areas such as staging areas, scenic spots or

terrain difficulties

Adaptation of Language and Timing:

Adjust the Pace: The guide should be aware that using an electronic communicator may take longer than

traditional verbal communication. It is important to maintain a patient attitude, without rushing the visitor,

and check that all questions have been answered.

Clarify in Case of Doubt: If the guide does not understand a message or needs further clarification, it may

ask open questions such as: "Can you please repeat?" , or "Want to know more about this part of the

route?". 

Handling of specific requests: 

Accessibility information: The visitor may ask for details about the accessibility of the route. The guide

should be ready to provide detailed information on slopes, obstacles, terrain conditions and easier or

accessible alternatives.

Proposing alternatives: If the standard route presents difficulties for the visitor, the guide can use the

communicator to suggest alternative routes. For example, showing a flatter trail or nearby rest area on the

map.

Response to Emerging Need: If the visitor uses the communicator to communicate an urgent need, such as

"I need a break", "I do not feel well", the guide must respond quickly and reassure the person, immediately

suggesting solutions, as to find a rest area or return to the starting point.

Non-verbal Communication and Visual Support:

Non-verbal Language Management: The guide should be careful to pick up non-verbal signals from the

visitor, such as facial expressions or body movements, which may indicate discomfort or need for further

information. 

Sometimes, the person might use combinations of non-verbal communication and the communicator.

Integration of Visual Materials: To help the visitor better understand the route, the guide can make use of

images or icons that represent the path and its characteristics, such as more difficult sections or

panoramic points. 

Management of Technical Problems: 

Simulation of Device Malfunction: One useful exercise could be to simulate a failure of the electronic

communicator. The guide learns to manage the situation by communicating through alternative methods

(such as using images, gestures or other forms of augmentative communication).
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Backup Solutions: Show how you can adapt to emergency situations, suggesting solutions such as using a

paper version of the CAA communication or assisting the visitor in using gestures to express basic

requests.

Visitor involvement: 
Encourage autonomy: Even if the visitor uses an electronic communicator, it is important that the guide

actively involves them in deciding on the route to take, allowing them to express their preferences.

Continuous feedback: The guide can constantly ask for feedback from the visitor on the experience, using

pre-set phrases in the communicator (e.g. "Is everything okay?" or "Do you want to continue the journey?").

c. Scenario 2: Guide a Visitor in Joëlette

Objectives of the exercise:

Learn how to properly handle the Joëlette, a single-wheeled chair designed for the transport of people with

reduced mobility on rough terrain.

Develop the ability to communicate effectively and confidently with the visitor.

Work with team members to ensure safety and comfort.

Tools:
Joëlette (single-wheeled chair)

Safety devices (belts, support handles)

Radio or other communication devices to maintain contact with the rest of the group.

Stages of the exercise:

Introduction to Joëlette:

Structure and Functionality: Detailed explanation of the Joëlette, which consists of a single-wheel chair with

front and rear handles for two companions. Show how safety devices (belts, brakes, etc.) are mounted,

adjusted and used.

Role of the Companions: One guides from the front, maintaining balance and direction, while the other

provides stability and thrust from the back.

Balancing test: 

Before starting the actual hike, it is important to do some flat ground tests to familiarize yourself with the

balance of the chair. Each team member experiences the different positions: front (for driving) and back

(for pushing and balancing).
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Overcoming obstacles:

Rocks, roots and slopes: Tackle various obstacles, such as boulders or tree roots. The front guide indicates

the best route, while the rear guide helps to stabilise the Joëlette.

Continuos Communication: Good communication between the accompanying people and the visitor is

essential at this stage.The accompanying people must inform the visitor of any obstacle, keeping a calm

and reassuring tone.

Lifting and Lowering Techniques: In steep descent or climb situations, both companions may need to lift

the chair. Practicing this maneuver is essential to ensure that it is performed safely and without excessive

effort.

Coordination with the Visitor:

The visitor must feel comfortable and involved. His preferences and needs should always be at the center

of communication.

Visitor feedback: Collect comfort feedback and make adjustments, such as changing the position or pace.

Group Collaboration:

The team must also coordinate with other participants during the tour. This includes stopping for moments

of rest, communicating with other members of the excursion and taking into account the rest of the group.

Management of Unforeseen Situations:

Simulate unexpected situations, such as bad weather or a blocked road, to teach the accompanying

persons to react quickly, ensuring the safety of the visitor.

d. Scenario 3: Assisting a Visitor with Cognitive Disabilities

Objectives: 

Simplify the information about the excursion by making it more accessible through support apps, images

and other visual materials.

Exercise:
Use of Support Apps: Experiment with apps that help manage groups with cognitive disabilities, such

as simplified interactive maps, visual or audio reminders. 

Visual Materials: Provide clear and understandable images to explain the route and activities. Use

simple signs to indicate the stages.
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Communication: Learn to use simple language, avoiding complex expressions or twists of words. Take

frequent breaks and check that the visitor has understood the information.

Attention to Emotions: Pay particular attention to the emotional well-being of the visitor, making sure

that he feels calm and safe along the way.

Debriefing and feedback
At the end of each exercise, organize a discussion:

Assessment of Tools and Techniques: Each participant shares their own comments on what worked

and what could be improved.

Feedback from the visitor: If possible, also collect feedback from the visitor (or simulant) to get a direct

perspective on the effectiveness of the techniques used.

Suggestions for improvement: Based on feedback, discuss new ideas to make the experience more

inclusive and improve interaction.

This approach allows for the continuous refinement of the skills of the participants, making the excursions

accessible and enjoyable for all visitors.

Conclusion

Effective communication and the use of assistive technologies are essential for creating an inclusive

tourism experience that accommodates visitors with diverse abilities. By equipping tourism professionals

with the skills to use communication tools, such as augmentative devices, sign language, and cognitive

support apps, we can ensure that people with physical, sensory, and cognitive disabilities can be fully

engaged in outdoor tourism activities. 

Practical exercises and real-world scenarios help guides and service providers develop the confidence and

competence to assist all visitors, regardless of their needs.

Through these efforts, tourism can become more accessible and inclusive, fostering a welcoming

environment for everyone. By integrating inclusive communication practices and adaptive equipment,

tourism providers can create meaningful, enjoyable, and safe experiences for all, while promoting greater

awareness and understanding of the needs of people with disabilities.
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