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Abstract: Inclusive ecotourism promotes equal access, community participation, and environmental conservation,
thereby generating both social and economic benefits. Although scholarly interest in inclusive ecotourism has
increased, empirical research examining how specific policy frameworks address the needs of people with disabilities
remains limited. This study presents a systematic review of the existing literature to evaluate the extent to which
ecotourism policies enhance accessibility, foster community awareness, and support environmental sustainability.
Following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines, a
comprehensive literature search was conducted using the Scopus, Web of Science, and ProQuest databases. Of the
1,215 records identified, only seven studies met the inclusion criteria, indicating that research in this area is still at an
early stage of development. The review highlights several key policy strategies, including the provision of accessible
infrastructure, stakeholder engagement, and the integration of sustainability-oriented practices. However, the findings
also reveal persistent challenges, such as weak policy enforcement, limited intersectoral collaboration, and gaps in
physical infrastructure. By synthesizing insights related to accessibility, community awareness, and environmental
policy, this study provides an integrated perspective to inform the development of more inclusive and sustainable
ecotourism initiatives. It underscores the need for stronger cross-sector collaboration to address existing policy
shortcomings and to promote tourism systems that equitably benefit all visitors, including individuals with disabilities.
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1 Introduction
Inclusive ecotourism has gained increasing global attention as a key component of sustainable development,

particularly in promoting accessibility for people with disabilities and supporting environmental stewardship [1].
Given that more than one billion people worldwide live with some form of disability, the development of accessible
tourism experiences represents both a social obligation and an economic opportunity. Such initiatives enable equitable
participation for all travelers while addressing barriers related to physical accessibility, community awareness, and
environmental conditions [2]. In this context, accessible tourism contributes not only to social inclusion but also to
the long-term resilience and attractiveness of tourism destinations.

The COVID-19 pandemic further emphasized the importance of adaptable and inclusive tourism systems. The
widespread disruption of tourism activities prompted a reassessment of policy frameworks aimed at strengthening
resilience and universal accessibility. This period highlighted the need to systematically integrate inclusive measures
across tourism destinations. Ensuring that ecotourism areas can accommodate diverse visitor needs is therefore
essential for achieving sustainability objectives and fostering a more inclusive global tourism sector [3].

Despite growing recognition of these issues, research specifically examining intervention models that assess and
improve community knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors toward disability accessibility in ecotourism remains limited.
Existing studies primarily address accessibility in ecotourism at a conceptual level [2] or discuss inclusive tourism
frameworks in general terms [3, 4]. Other research has explored community participation in sustainable tourism [5]
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or analyzed the socio-economic impacts of inclusive ecotourism [6]. However, there is a notable lack of systematic
evaluations of targeted policy intervention models designed to influence local community perceptions and practices
related to disability access in nature-based tourism settings.

Recent literature reflects a gradual expansion of this research field. For example, an integrative review published
in 2023 examined disability inclusion within hospitality and tourism systems, highlighting the evolving discourse
on inclusive practices while also noting the scarcity of empirical policy intervention studies in ecotourism [7, 8].
Similarly, studies published in 2024 on accessible tourism drivers and stakeholder engagement indicate increased
attention to socio-economic and relational dimensions of inclusion, particularly for underrepresented groups [9].
Although these contributions identify important emerging trends, comprehensive evaluations of policy impacts,
especially those implemented after 2022, remain underdeveloped within the ecotourism literature.

Accordingly, this review aims to evaluate the effects of inclusive ecotourism policies on accessibility, community
awareness, and environmental health, with the objective of identifying policy approaches that support more inclusive
and sustainable tourism development.

2 Methods
2.1 Study Design

This systematic review was conducted to evaluate the effects of ecotourism policies on inclusivity, accessibility, and
environmental health. The review followed the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA) guidelines to ensure a transparent, rigorous, and reproducible selection process. Rayyan AI was used to
support systematic screening by facilitating the organization and comparison of eligible studies.

2.2 Eligibility Criteria
Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria were established to ensure the relevance and quality of the selected studies.

Studies were eligible for inclusion if they empirically examined the effects of ecotourism policies on inclusivity
and accessibility, with explicit consideration of environmental health outcomes within ecotourism contexts. Only
peer-reviewed journal articles reporting original qualitative or quantitative data were included. No geographic
restrictions were applied, allowing the inclusion of studies from both developed and developing regions.

The inclusion criteria were designed to capture research addressing the intersection of ecotourism policy, disability
inclusion, and environmental outcomes. Studies that focused solely on conceptual discussions without empirical
analysis were excluded. Additional exclusions applied to publications not directly related to tourism or policy-based
inclusivity and accessibility, as well as to non-English articles, editorials, opinion pieces, and other non-peer-reviewed
materials. Review articles, conference papers, policy guidelines, and editorial letters were also excluded.

These exclusion criteria were applied to maintain a focused analytical scope and to ensure methodological rigor.
The exclusion of non-English and grey literature may have resulted in the omission of some relevant studies; however,
this decision was made to preserve consistency in data quality and evaluative standards. The application of strict
eligibility criteria also contributed to the relatively small number of studies included in the final synthesis.

Table 1. Databases and search keywords used in the systematic review

Database Search Keywords / Fields

Scopus

TITLE-ABS-KEY (ecotourism OR “inclusive tourism” OR “accessible tourism”) AND
TITLE-ABS-KEY (“tourism policy” OR “environmental policy” OR “policy impact”) AND
TITLE-ABS-KEY (accessibility OR “community awareness” OR “environmental health” OR

sustainability)

Web of
Science

TS=(ecotourism OR “inclusive tourism” OR “accessible tourism”) AND TS=(“tourism policy” OR
“environmental policy” OR “policy impact”) AND TS=(accessibility OR “community awareness”

OR “environmental health” OR sustainability)

Ovid
(ecotourism OR “inclusive tourism” OR “accessible tourism”).ti,ab. AND (“tourism policy” OR

“environmental policy” OR “policy impact”).ti,ab. AND (accessibility OR “community awareness”
OR “environmental health” OR sustainability).ti,ab.

JSTOR
(ecotourism OR “inclusive tourism” OR “accessible tourism”) AND (“tourism policy” OR

“environmental policy” OR “policy impact”) AND (accessibility OR “community awareness” OR
“environmental health” OR sustainability)

ProQuest
TI (ecotourism OR “inclusive tourism” OR “accessible tourism”) AND TI (“tourism policy” OR
“environmental policy” OR “policy impact”) AND TI (accessibility OR “community awareness”

OR “environmental health” OR sustainability)
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2.3 Search Strategy
A systematic search was conducted across five major academic databases to identify relevant literature. Predefined

keyword combinations were applied consistently, with minor adjustments to accommodate the specific search fields
and indexing structures of each database. The databases searched included Scopus, Web of Science, Ovid, JSTOR,
and ProQuest. The detailed search terms and fields used for each database are presented in Table 1.

2.4 Data Screening and Selection Process
All records retrieved from the database searches were imported into Rayyan AI for screening. Duplicate records

were removed prior to screening. Study selection was conducted in two stages: an initial screening of titles and
abstracts, followed by a full-text review of potentially eligible articles. Two independent reviewers applied the
inclusion and exclusion criteria at each stage. Any discrepancies were resolved through discussion, and a third
reviewer was consulted when consensus could not be reached.

Although the initial search identified a substantial number of records, only seven studies satisfied all inclusion
criteria. This outcome reflects both the emerging nature of empirical research on inclusive ecotourism policy and the
methodological rigor applied in this review. While the limited number of included studies represents a constraint, it
enabled a focused synthesis of studies that were directly relevant and methodologically robust.

The small evidence base further highlights the need for future empirical research on inclusive ecotourism policies,
particularly in underrepresented geographic regions and policy contexts.

2.5 Data Extraction and Analysis
Relevant data were systematically extracted from each included study. Extracted variables included study design,

geographic context, types of ecotourism policies examined, indicators of accessibility and inclusivity, and reported
outcomes related to community awareness and environmental health. Quantitative results were synthesized using
descriptive statistical approaches where applicable. Qualitative findings were analyzed thematically to identify
recurring patterns and policy-related impacts across different ecotourism settings.

3 Results
3.1 Flow Chart Diagram

Figure 1. Flowchart diagram of the systematic review process
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As illustrated in Figure 1, a total of 1,215 records were initially identified from five databases: Scopus (n =
123), Web of Science (n = 20), Ovid (n = 67), JSTOR (n = 492), and ProQuest (n = 513). After duplicate records
were removed, 782 articles remained for screening based on the predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. Of
these, 747 articles were excluded due to irrelevant study populations, inappropriate study designs, publication types,
or outcomes. Full-text screening was subsequently conducted for the remaining 35 articles. Following a detailed
assessment, 28 additional studies were excluded, resulting in a final sample of seven studies that met all eligibility
criteria for inclusion in the systematic review.

Table 2 presents a summary of the key characteristics and findings of the included studies. The table outlines the
country context, study setting, target population, type of intervention, and reported outcomes related to accessibility
and the inclusion of people with disabilities within tourism and ecotourism contexts.

Table 2. Databases and search keywords used in the systematic review

Ref. Year Country Setting Population Intervention Outcome

Sisto et
al. [10] 2021 Italy Gargano

National Park

General
travelers,

including those
with disabilities

E-Chain project,
focusing on

connectivity and
personalized travel

information for
accessibility

Participatory approach led to
stakeholder engagement and
development of guidelines to

improve park accessibility and
support sustainable tourism.

Stakeholders gained
awareness, fostering disability
inclusion and conservation.

Bertolini
et al. [11] 2023 Italy

Intermodal
tourism
network

General
travelers,
including

people with
disabilities

E-Chain project for
data harmonization
and accessibility

Data unavailability highlighted
the need for stakeholder

awareness on policy co-design
to address accessibility and

data collection gaps.

Happ and
Bolla [12] 2022 Hungary General

tourism context

People with
disabilities in

tourism

Exploration of links
between disability

science,
special-needs

education,
psychology, and

tourism

Theoretical analysis connected
disability tourism with

disability studies, advocating
for social sustainability and
aligning tourism with SDG

goals.

Pavlíková
et al. [13] 2023 Turkey 4- and 5-star

hotels
Hotel managers

and guests

Assessment of hotel
accessibility for
disabled guests

Identified reluctance of
non-disabled guests to stay in
accessible rooms, suggesting a
challenge for hotels to balance

accessibility with high
occupancy demands during

peak seasons.

Cerutti et
al. [14] 2020 Europe Hotels and

attractions

Tourists (55+
age group,
disabled)

Analysis of policies
to enhance tourism
accessibility for all

Found persistent barriers in
tourism accessibility despite
policy progress, affecting the

inclusion of people with
disabilities in tourism.

Altinay
et al. [15] 2016 Turkey

Tourism
services and
social media

platforms

Orthopedically
disabled

individuals

Evaluation of social
media’s role in

accessible tourism

Social media tools offered
insights into accessibility

perceptions, revealing areas for
policy improvement in web

usability and service
accessibility.

Sukismanto
et al. [16] 2021 Indonesia Industrial

context

Workers in
limestone
processing

OSH training with
peer and family

support

Family and peer support
enhanced OSH knowledge and

practices, showing the
influence of social support

networks on health and safety
attitudes.
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3.2 Characteristics of Included Studies
The included studies were conducted across diverse geographic regions, including Italy, Hungary, Turkey, and

Indonesia. They addressed a range of settings relevant to ecotourism and inclusive tourism, such as national parks,
intermodal tourism networks, accommodation facilities, digital platforms, and occupational environments. This
geographic and contextual diversity provides a broad perspective on current policy approaches, implementation
challenges, and outcomes related to accessibility, community engagement, and environmental sustainability [13].

3.3 Ecotourism Initiatives and Accessibility
Several studies examined targeted initiatives aimed at improving accessibility in ecotourism through inclusive

infrastructure development and data harmonization strategies. Notably, the Italian “E-Chain” project was implemented
in both national park environments and intermodal tourism networks. The project provided travelers, including
individuals with disabilities, with improved access to travel information and personalized support systems. A
participatory, stakeholder-driven approach was adopted to develop guidelines intended to reduce physical and
informational barriers to access [10, 11].

However, limitations in data availability revealed the need for more coordinated data-sharing mechanisms
among tourism stakeholders. The findings also highlighted systemic challenges, including fragmented institutional
responsibilities, the absence of standardized accessibility indicators, and limited integration of disability perspectives
during early policy design stages. These results suggest that while localized interventions may generate positive
outcomes, sustained improvements in accessibility require broader structural reforms. Such reforms include the
establishment of national-level accessibility standards and the strengthening of cross-sector collaboration to ensure
policy coherence and accountability.

3.4 Cross-Disciplinary and Theoretical Approaches
Some studies adopted interdisciplinary frameworks that integrated tourism research with perspectives from

psychology and disability science. For example, a study conducted in Hungary applied a theoretical approach
linking disability studies, special-needs education, and tourism. This analysis emphasized the role of inclusive
tourism in advancing social sustainability and aligning tourism development with the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) [12]. These cross-disciplinary perspectives highlight the importance of situating accessibility policies within
broader social and sustainability agendas.

3.5 Hotel Accessibility and Occupancy Challenges
Accessibility challenges were also identified within accommodation settings, particularly in balancing inclusive

design requirements with high occupancy demands during peak tourism periods. A study conducted in Turkey found
that non-disabled guests were often reluctant to occupy rooms designed for accessibility. This reluctance complicates
hotel management strategies aimed at maintaining inclusive facilities. The findings indicate that effective inclusive
tourism policies must address not only physical infrastructure but also the attitudes and behaviors of non-disabled
travelers [13].

3.6 Digital Accessibility and Social Media Engagement
Digital accessibility emerged as an additional dimension of inclusive tourism policy. Research conducted in

Turkey examined the role of social media and web usability in shaping the travel experiences of orthopedically disabled
individuals. The study demonstrated that social media platforms can function as effective feedback mechanisms,
enabling the identification of accessibility gaps in tourism services. These platforms also offer opportunities to raise
awareness and inform policy improvements related to digital accessibility and service design [15].

3.7 Community Support and Occupational Health Initiative
In Indonesia, one study approached accessibility from an occupational health perspective by examining the

influence of social support networks on safety training in the limestone processing industry. Although this study
was not directly focused on tourism, its findings underscore the importance of peer and family support in shaping
knowledge, attitudes, and behavioral change [16]. These insights suggest that community-based support models may
be transferable to tourism contexts to enhance awareness and implementation of accessibility practices.

3.8 Barriers to Participation and Policy Development
Across the reviewed studies, persistent structural and societal barriers to participation in ecotourism were

consistently identified. Despite the implementation of accessibility-related policies and initiatives, challenges such
as inadequate infrastructure, limited digital data availability, and prevailing social stigmas continue to restrict full
inclusion. For example, Cerutti et al. [14] reported that accessibility barriers remain prevalent despite policy
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advancements, due to both physical limitations and societal attitudes. These findings indicate that effective policy
development must address both material and social dimensions of accessibility to achieve sustainable and inclusive
ecotourism outcomes.

4 Discussion
To the best of the authors’ knowledge, this study represents the first systematic review to comprehensively examine

the effects of policy interventions on inclusive ecotourism, with particular attention to accessibility, community
awareness, environmental health, and sustainability for people with disabilities. The findings provide critical insights
into the role of policy in advancing inclusive and sustainable ecotourism while also identifying persistent gaps,
structural challenges, and opportunities for improvement. This section discusses the implications of the results across
key thematic areas and highlights how policy frameworks can more effectively support inclusive, accessible, and
environmentally sustainable ecotourism development [10].

4.1 Accessibility: Moving Beyond Physical Barriers
Accessibility is widely acknowledged as a fundamental element of inclusive ecotourism; however, its practical

implementation remains uneven across global ecotourism destinations [17]. Although many policies emphasize the
development of accessible infrastructure, the results of this review reveal a substantial gap between policy intent and
implementation, particularly in developing regions. Evidence from Europe illustrates policy-driven initiatives such as
the E-Chain project in Italy, which aimed to enhance accessible travel through digital integration and information
systems [11]. Despite its conceptual strength, the project encountered limitations related to data availability and
technological capacity, demonstrating that well-designed initiatives may be constrained without sufficient resource
allocation, data harmonization, and coordinated cross-sector collaboration [10, 11].

In addition, an overreliance on technological solutions often neglects the role of community engagement and local
capacity building, both of which are essential for sustaining inclusive practices in ecotourism [18]. In developing
contexts, accessibility challenges are further compounded by weak regulatory enforcement, limited stakeholder
training, and low levels of awareness regarding disability rights within local communities [19, 20]. These findings
indicate that accessibility policies must adopt a holistic approach that integrates infrastructure development with
community empowerment, institutional capacity building, and scalable technological solutions [21].

The discrepancy between policy commitments and on-the-ground practice is particularly evident during peak
tourism seasons. During these periods, accessible accommodation is frequently allocated to non-disabled guests,
thereby restricting availability for travelers with disabilities [13]. This recurring issue highlights the need for stronger
enforcement mechanisms and clearer policy directives to ensure that accessible facilities serve their intended purpose
throughout the year. Policies should therefore incentivize tourism operators to view accessibility not merely as a
regulatory obligation, but as an integral component of service quality, visitor equity, and destination competitiveness.

Collectively, these findings suggest that future inclusive ecotourism policies must extend beyond physical
infrastructure and incorporate social dimensions, including education, inclusive leadership, and stakeholder integration.
Policymakers should develop cross-sector regulations that mandate accessibility training for tourism operators and
support inclusive service delivery. At the operational level, tourism providers are encouraged to adopt Universal
Design principles and establish internal mechanisms to systematically evaluate and improve accessibility-related
practices.

4.2 Community Awareness: The Catalyst for Inclusivity
The review demonstrates that community awareness and engagement play a critical yet underutilized role in

advancing inclusive ecotourism. Although the importance of community participation is widely acknowledged, few
policies explicitly require or facilitate meaningful community involvement in promoting accessibility for travelers
with disabilities [15]. This gap often results from the absence of structured policy frameworks that integrate
community-based initiatives into ecotourism planning and implementation processes [22].

Evidence from studies conducted in Italy and Indonesia indicates that participatory approaches involving local
communities and tourism service providers enhance the effectiveness of inclusive ecotourism initiatives. Such
approaches foster shared responsibility, increase awareness of the socio-economic benefits of accessibility, and
improve policy acceptance at the local level [14]. Community involvement in policy design and implementation also
strengthens trust and accountability among stakeholders, which is essential for overcoming persistent accessibility
barriers. Furthermore, participatory processes create feedback mechanisms that help identify context-specific
challenges and inform the development of tailored, sustainable solutions [23].

Community-based engagement also contributes to long-term capacity building by equipping local stakeholders
with the knowledge and skills needed to support inclusive practices as tourism systems evolve [24, 25].Raising
awareness of the social and economic value of accessible ecotourism can generate lasting benefits by encouraging
inclusive attitudes and reducing stigma associated with disability [26–28]. Policies that incorporate structured
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community education and outreach initiatives can therefore reposition accessibility as a core element of sustainable
development rather than a peripheral compliance requirement [15].

The implications of these findings highlight the importance of embedding community participation within policy
mandates. Governments can facilitate sustained behavioral change by promoting inclusive governance structures
and supporting partnerships between tourism operators, local communities, and disability advocacy groups. Such
collaboration enhances local ownership and strengthens the long-term sustainability of accessibility initiatives.

4.3 Environmental Health and Sustainability: Expanding the Scope of Inclusive Ecotourism
Environmental sustainability is a central principle of ecotourism; however, accessibility considerations remain

insufficiently integrated into environmental and conservation policies [29, 30] While ecotourism aims to balance
environmental protection with socio-economic development, many existing policies fail to recognize the interconnected
nature of environmental health and inclusivity for travelers with disabilities [31]. Studies that address this intersection
often conceptualize accessibility as a component of social sustainability aligned with the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), rather than embedding it directly within environmental management frameworks [12].

The findings of this review suggest that integrating accessibility into environmental health policies can enhance
both social equity and ecological sustainability. Aligning accessibility objectives with conservation initiatives may
support the development of inclusive ecotourism models that minimize environmental impact while accommodating
diverse visitor needs. Such integration could include the design of low-impact, accessible trails, inclusive conservation
programs, and environmentally sustainable accommodations that are accessible to people with disabilities [14].

Integrating accessibility with environmental sustainability is therefore not only feasible but essential for the long-
term viability of ecotourism destinations. Policymakers are encouraged to revise conservation strategies to incorporate
inclusive design principles and allocate funding to nature-based tourism projects that benefit both ecosystems
and disabled visitors. Tourism operators can contribute by offering accessible eco-friendly accommodations and
developing inclusive interpretive materials and nature-based experiences.

4.4 Policy Implications: Toward a Framework for Inclusive and Sustainable Ecotourism
The review underscores the need for a coherent and enforceable policy framework that systematically integrates

accessibility, environmental sustainability, and community awareness within ecotourism governance [32]. At present,
policy approaches remain fragmented, limiting their effectiveness and undermining the interconnected nature of
inclusive ecotourism development [33]. Policies that explicitly link these dimensions could establish a more robust
foundation for long-term inclusivity and sustainability

An effective policy framework for inclusive ecotourism should include clearly defined accessibility standards
covering infrastructure, information provision, and service delivery [34]. Financial incentives, such as subsidies
or tax benefits, could encourage tourism enterprises to adopt inclusive and environmentally responsible practices.
Mandatory community engagement mechanisms would further ensure that policies are context-sensitive and locally
supported. In addition, systematic monitoring and evaluation processes should be implemented to assess policy
outcomes using indicators related to accessibility, community satisfaction, and environmental impact [12].

Despite its comprehensive scope, this review is limited by the relatively small number of empirical studies
examining the combined effects of accessibility, environmental health, and community awareness within ecotourism
policy. Most of the available evidence originates from developed countries, which may limit the transferability
of findings to resource-constrained settings. Future research should prioritize empirical investigations in diverse
geographic and socio-economic contexts, with particular attention to the long-term impacts of inclusive policies.
Longitudinal studies would be especially valuable in assessing policy effectiveness over time and informing the
scaling of inclusive ecotourism initiatives.

Overall, the findings emphasize that inclusivity should be treated as a cross-cutting principle within sustainability
frameworks rather than as an isolated policy objective. This perspective has direct implications for tourism governance
at international, national, and local levels. Policymakers should integrate accessibility into national tourism strategies,
establish accountability mechanisms, and allocate dedicated funding for inclusive infrastructure and training. Tourism
operators, in turn, should align their business models with accessibility standards, employ impact metrics to evaluate
inclusion efforts, and adopt inclusive marketing strategies to reach a broader and more diverse visitor base.

5 Conclusion
This systematic review contributes to the literature on inclusive ecotourism by identifying persistent gaps in

existing policies and implementation practices and by emphasizing the need for an integrated approach that links
accessibility, community engagement, and environmental health. Addressing these interrelated dimensions within
ecotourism policy has the potential to enhance accessibility, promote equity, and strengthen the long-term sustainability
of tourism destinations.
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The findings underscore the importance of coordinated action among policymakers, tourism operators, and local
communities to advance inclusive and environmentally responsible ecotourism. Accessibility should be treated as a
core component of sustainable development rather than as a supplementary policy objective. To support this shift,
the study highlights practical mechanisms for translating policy into practice, including cross-sector stakeholder
collaboration, structured community awareness initiatives, and the enforcement of clear accessibility standards.

In addition to its practical implications, this review offers a conceptual contribution by integrating perspectives on
social sustainability, environmental health, and disability inclusion within tourism policy discourse. By bridging these
domains, the study provides a foundation for future research aimed at evaluating policy effectiveness and supporting
the development of inclusive ecotourism models across diverse contexts.
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