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Abstract
Event management is a growing sector in the tourism industry and one of the fastest growing industries in the world. The 
sector contributes significantly to global economies and provides substantial employment opportunities. Events are spaces for 
social interaction, education, leisure and opportunities. More recently, interest is being placed in making events accessible, 
yet the emerging body of research on accessibility, inclusion and diversity in events is still scarce. The objective of this paper 
is to contribute to understanding the accessibility of large events in an increasingly technology-dependent industry. With 
this purpose in mind, an evaluation of the accessibility of the Expo 2020 in Dubai has been conducted. Expos are events 
that showcase the latest technologies and innovation, are attended by million visitors and have hefty budgets. These factors 
make these events the ideal breeding ground for the implementation of advanced technologies. The study adopts a case study 
approach and draws on data from observation, in-depth interviews and online, qualitative questionnaires. The participants 
are people with disabilities (PwDs), the organizations in charge of the accessibility of the Expo and staff that worked at the 
event—some of whom were also PwDs. The experiences of PwDs at the event, the accessibility provision in place and the 
challenges and insights of accessibility experts involved are discussed, as well as the implications and recommendations for 
managing the accessibility of large events.
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1 Introduction

Events are places for social interaction, where learning, 
leisure, work, rites and ceremonies take place. In terms of 
size, events can be attended by small numbers of people or 
millions. In critical event studies, events are seen as “micro-
cosms of society” [1]. In that, they are places that reflect 
societal changes and norms in the point in time they are 
held and where we can learn about how societies operate. 
Social cohesion and community building are goals ascribed 
to festivals [2] and, we argue, events in general.

The key role of events for our societies calls for events to 
be spaces accessible to all. However, evidence suggests that 
events marginalize certain groups and individuals, both in 
consumption and production [3]. Research has traditionally 

focused on hegemonic populations; thus, there is a scarcity 
of scholarly literature on the diversity, inclusion and acces-
sibility of events [1, 4, 5]. This study responds to the calls 
by scholars for critical research that inform practice-based 
inquiry [4, 5].

The aim of this paper is to contribute to the understanding 
of the management of accessibility and the experiences of 
people with disabilities at large events. To explore this, the 
study has focused on the Expo 2020 in Dubai. The relevance 
of this event for such a study is substantial: (1) It is an event 
in which different practices and expertise converge as it pro-
vides a space for all countries in the world; (2) nations show-
case new technologies and advancements which, because 
of the current political and social climate, should be more 
accessible; (3) the venue and facilities are built explicitly 
for the event; (4) the event has a hefty budget; (5) it is a 
public, open for all event; and (6) Dubai is actively working 
to become one of the most accessible cities in the world [6, 
7]—in fact the government of the city advertised the event 
as the most accessible Expo event to date [8].
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This study has adopted a case-study format and draws 
on data from observation, in-depth interviews and online, 
qualitative questionnaires. The participants are people with 
disabilities (PwDs), the organizations in charge of the acces-
sibility of the Expo and staff who worked at the event (some 
of which were also PwDs).

The research questions addressed in this study are the 
following:

– What was the accessibility provision of the Expo 2020 
Dubai?

– How did PwDs experience the event? Did they find it 
accessible?

– How is the management of the accessibility of large 
events, especially when so many different countries and 
organizations come together in the same event?

– What recommendations do PwDs and the organizations 
managing the accessibility have for future Expos and 
other large events?

To the author’s knowledge, this paper represents one of 
the first studies that analyses the accessibility of large events. 
It combines data from PwDs, the accessibility consultants 
and the PwDs staff that worked at the event. This study aims 
to provide an understanding on the accessibility of large 
events and offer suggestions for managing the accessibil-
ity of future events, based on the experiences and learnings 
from accessibility experts and PwDs.

2  Literature review

2.1  Accessibility studies and accessible tourism

The multidisciplinary areas of accessible tourism and acces-
sibility studies are growing fields of study, whose first works 
started to emerge of late; in the last decade for accessibility 
studies [9], and last fifteen years for the case of accessible 
tourism [10]. In recent years, accessibility has come to play 
a fundamental role in our societies, in light of the increased 
awareness of the need to create more inclusive societies 
as well as the recent legislations passed in many countries 
that require that spaces, information, media, among oth-
ers, be more accessible. Access is now understood to be for 
all human beings, as opposed to concerning only specific 
groups of people, i.e., people with disabilities. This new 
universalist account of access, which is integrated and holis-
tic, has replaced the outdated particularist account, which 
viewed accessibility to affect only certain groups of people 
[9].

Accessibility studies have been defined as “the research 
field concerned with the critical investigation of accessibility 
processes and phenomena, and the design, implementation, 

and evaluation of accessibility-based and accessibility-
oriented methodologies” [9]. The importance of the users, 
their knowledge and contribution to the design process and 
the involvement of experts and different stakeholders in the 
design process are the methodological backbone of acces-
sibility studies.

In tourism studies, accessible tourism has been defined 
as that which “enables people with access requirements, 
including mobility, vision, hearing and cognitive dimen-
sions of access, to function independently and with equity 
and dignity through the delivery of universally designed 
tourism products, services and environments. This defini-
tion is inclusive of all people including those travelling with 
children in prams, people with disabilities and seniors” [11]. 
Accessible tourism is also conceived by scholars and inter-
national organizations as part of the social, environmental, 
and economic requirements for the fulfilment of sustain-
able tourism. Authors such as Darcy et al., [12], Nigg and 
Eichelberger [13], Sica et al., [14], place accessibility as a 
central element of sustainable tourism and a prerequisite in 
policy development and the formulation of sustainable tour-
ism strategies [14, 15]. The promotion of tourism for all has 
also been included as part of the Sustainable Development 
Goals 2030 by the United Nations [16] and by the United 
Nations World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO). Among 
its initiatives, the UNWTO has created an award, the Acces-
sible Tourism Destination, to recognize destinations that are 
examples of good practice [17].

This study adopts a socially constructed understanding 
of disability. The social model of disability “sees the issue 
as a ‘socially constructed’ environment that excludes peo-
ple with disabilities from participation” [10]. Implicit in 
the adoption of this approach is the recognition that many 
tourism environments are disabling by nature and that, as 
a society, we have the responsibility to create enabling, 
inclusive and accessible environments. Both in accessibil-
ity studies and accessible tourism, notions such as universal 
design, and more recently, inclusive design, design for all, 
and user-centered design, have become crucial in the crea-
tion, development and provision of products, experiences, 
spaces, information and media. The next section discusses 
the barriers and necessary steps to make events and cultural 
experiences accessible.

2.2  Accessible events and cultural experiences

Making an event accessible to everyone is a complex propo-
sition, given the wide range of impairments that may affect 
individuals’ ability to access event spaces. It requires care-
ful consideration and investment, as one missing link in the 
accessibility chain could hinder access and enjoyment of 
tourism services [1, 10].
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In tourism studies, scholars have determined a variety 
of barriers to access. Buhalis and Darcy [10] identify the 
following access requirements for accessible tourism: 
physical accessibility, accessible information on the tour-
ist attraction and information on the accessibility of the 
attraction [10].

Martínez Carrillo [18] distinguishes between two types 
of barriers: physical and social. Physical barriers include all 
barriers related to infrastructure and environment, including 
access to information and technologies; social barriers are 
those related to staff training, lack of awareness and sensi-
tivity about accessibility, prejudice and even discrimination 
toward tourists with disabilities. To guarantee accessible 
events and to facilitate the work of organizers, a number of 
guidelines and handbooks have been produced such as those 
by Matausch and Miesenberger [19] and, more recently, by 
Cornell University [20].

However, making an event or attraction accessible consid-
ering the above physical and social barriers does not guaran-
tee participation or experience of the attraction, especially 
if these include experiential or immersive experiences. In 
the words of Mundy [21], “access is walking through the 
door, inclusion is sitting at the table, and participation is 
eating the meal and talking about it.” A more comprehensive 
model is found in Accessibility studies. The Russian Doll 
model [22], adopted for the creation of accessible cultural 
experiences, places the visitor at the heart of the Russian 
doll, with multiple layers surrounding the person represent-
ing their individual requirements. All stages of the experi-
ence must meet the visitor’s specific requirements. Figure 1 
illustrates the various stages of the cultural experience and 
the corresponding agents or stakeholders called for action 
in each stage.

To meet the specific requirements of visitors and allow 
access to every stage of Russian doll model, museum, des-
tination and event organizers should make use of special-
ized resources and technologies to allow participation of 
all. Some examples are audio description, thermal emboss-
ing printing, sounds, the use of smells and textures, and the 
use of inclusive tourism-specific interactive systems (e.g., 
booking engines, self-check-ins, voice assistants, assistive 
robots). The use of information communication technolo-
gies, such as smartphones apps and social media, has also 
been identified as a key component of in the successful crea-
tion of tourist experiences for all [23–26]. The ambition in 
this model is that all content is accessible in multiple for-
mats, with different levels of complexity and allowing for 
diverse modes of interaction. These would be made avail-
able to all visitors (as opposed to being labelled as “for the 
blind”), as most formats and access services can serve the 
requirements of a wider array of visitors [22].

Studies on the accessibility of large events are scant. The 
two main extant studies examine the Olympic and Paralym-
pic games. This is probably no coincidence but due to the 
fact that PwDs are key participants in these events.

In 2003, Darcy and Harris [41] conducted a study that 
looked at the operationalization of the event planning in 
Australia. It presented a “best practice” case study of the 
Sydney 2000 Olympic and Paralympics Games. To the 
author’s knowledge, their work constitutes the only other 
study examining the accessibility of large events. While it 
has been twenty years since the publication of that study, 
little progress in the field of accessible events research has 
been made.

The study identifies the main requirements for an inclu-
sive and non-discriminatory approach to venue and event 
management, but its emphasis is on physical access to the 
event and support with ticketing and wayfinding, neglect-
ing key requirements for participation of some PwDs in 
the event. For example, there was no provision for audio 
description for the blind and visually impaired.

Prior, during and after the event, a number of audits were 
conducted by relevant teams and a series of recommenda-
tions were put forward. These recommendations included 
the provision of captioning on some score boards and video 
screens and closed captioning for live broadcast. Likewise, it 
was recommended employing PwDs with appropriate exper-
tise for the event and the provision of accurate information 
on access provisions in alternate formats. The study does 
not state whether the recommendations were implemented.

Despite the recommendations and preparation, a number 
of issues arose during the event. These included an underes-
timation of the number of PwDs attending the event, result-
ing in a shortage of accessible buses, and the impossibility 
of PwDs to pre-plan their Olympic experience due to a lack 
of information on access provided with sufficient time.

Fig. 1  Stages of the cultural experiences (reproduced from Neves 
[22] with author's permission)
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The second study on the Rio 2016 Olympic and Paralym-
pic Games reviewed the tangible and intangible heritage that 
the accessible event bestowed the city of Rio. This study 
demonstrates that the impact of making such events acces-
sible goes beyond the event [27]. The event transformed the 
physical accessibility of the city—which has become tan-
gible legacy and had societal influence (intangible legacy). 
This intangible heritage includes an increased awareness 
among the population about accessibility and disabilities 
and has driven the development of more infrastructure that 
is also accessible [27].

2.3  People with disabilities 
in the United Arab Emirates (UAE)

The Government of Dubai has put considerable effort into 
making the city accessible, which has become a leading 
global events destination [28]. In Dubai, PwDs are referred 
to as People of Determination [30] and are protected by Fed-
eral Law No. 29 of 2006 (later amended in 2009). The law 
states that the country shall take “the necessary measures to 
ensure the participation of people of determination in the 
cultural, sporting and leisure aspects of life”; among other 
rights, it guarantees and protections (Federal Law No. 29, 
Article 20). More recently, in 2017, the government intro-
duced the Accessibility Code for built environment [31], a 
set of standards intended for consultants, architects, plan-
ners and developers when designing new buildings. The 
code also states that existing buildings have to adhere to 
the code by 2021. To that end, the Government launched a 
service, the Wosool service, to provide assessment services 
on how existing buildings can meet the requirements of the 
new code, as well as providing training on Dubai Universal 
Design Code [32]. The venues of the Expo event are, there-
fore, required to be accessible.

By passing these laws and setting up government ser-
vices that support organizations and citizens to implement 
the accessibility laws, the Government of Dubai is show-
ing its commitment to ensuring equal access and protecting 
the rights of people of determination. In this context, it is 
expected that no efforts were spared in making an event of 
such magnitude and reach accessible for all.

Furthermore, the city has put Accessible Tourism, an 
important sector for the UAE economy, at the forefront of 
the Tourism agenda [29]. To that end, the government has 
launched a dedicated Accessible Travel and Tourism Team, 
and hosts, among other events, the Dubai Accessible Travel 
and Tourism International Summit1 and the AccessAbilities 
Expo.2

3  Research methodology

This paper presents a case study. Case study research is suit-
able for research that has clearly defined boundaries and 
that intends to gain in-depth knowledge within a particular 
context [35]. Case studies use a range of different types of 
information and develop a narrative about a particular organ-
ization, type of individual, geographical area or event [35].

3.1  Study area: the Expos

World Expos are global events that bring together countries 
and governments and are attended by millions of visitors. 
Expos are “dedicated to finding solutions to fundamental 
challenges facing humanity by offering a journey inside a 
chosen theme through engaging and immersive activities” 
[33].

Education is one of the primary goals of the Expos: the 
events offer visitors a variety of visual and sensual expe-
riences coupled with an innovative architecture, showcase 
interactive exhibits, ground-breaking technology, and offer 
visitors a glimpse of world cultures. The first Expo was 
held in 1851 in London and since then it has occurred every 
5 years approximately, every time organized in a different 
city and country.

The events have a duration of up to six months. Countries, 
international organizations, and other non-official partici-
pants (cities, regions, companies, civil society and NGOs) 
build their own pavilions or rent a dedicated space in which 
they exhibit technologies and culture and share knowledge. 
The innovative, technical and scientific nature of Expos 
makes these events breeding ground for research on acces-
sible tourism experiences.

3.1.1  Expo 2020 Dubai

The Expo 2020 was held in Dubai (United Arab Emirates) 
between the October 1, 2021, and March 31, 2022. The 
theme of the Expo 2020 Dubai was “Connecting minds, 
creating the future,” which aimed at bringing communities 
and individuals together to shape a sustainable, smart and 
connected future [33]. It has been the first Expo organized 
in the Middle East, Africa and South Asia region.

According to the organizers, the Expo 2020 Dubai was 
attended by over 24 million visits. Out of the 24 million, 
107,000 were visits from people of determination and 
around 723,089 of senior citizens [34], some of whom may 
be users of accessibility services.

1 https:// dubai acces sible touri sm. com/.
2 https:// acces sabil ities expo. com/.

https://dubaiaccessibletourism.com/
https://accessabilitiesexpo.com/
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3.2  Instruments

This study has focused on the accessibility provision and 
experience of PwDs at the Expo event in Dubai, drawing on 
various sources of information. For the collection of data, 
three tools have been employed: observation, qualitative 
questionnaires and in-depth interviews.

Observation helps researchers to “have a better under-
standing of the context and phenomenon under study” and 
can increase validity when complemented with other data 
collection tools [37]. In this study, observation provided the 
researcher with first-hand information on the event and a 
foundation on which to build on with the data from the inter-
views and questionnaires.

An open-ended questionnaire was designed and sent to 
organizations supporting people with disabilities in Dubai 
and Abu Dhabi. Open-ended questionnaires are flexible and 
enable the collection of in-depth responses and most suitable 
for small-scale, exploratory research studies [35]. The ques-
tionnaire was reviewed by two accessibility experts working 
in two universities in Barcelona. The author gathered their 
feedback and made minor changes to the questionnaire.

The questionnaire contained open-ended questions related 
to the accessibility provision at the Expo, the accessibil-
ity of information and experiences, access to services and 
pavilions, the physical environment and support from staff. 
It included a final question on how the accessibility of the 
Expo compares to that of other tourist attractions. A copy of 
the questionnaire can be found in Appendix 1.

The in-depth interviews were semi-structured, and the 
questions asked were related to their tourism practices in 
general and to their experience at the Expo: from booking 
their ticket, to getting there and exploring the different pavil-
ions. Interviews were seen as a space where opinions were 
(re)constituted rather than reported and taken as indicative 
or illustrative of particular social phenomena, or as a way of 
eliciting meanings that had been previously “stored” in the 
mind of the interviewee/s [38].

3.3  Procedure

A research proposal and Data Protection form was submitted 
in March 2022 to Middlesex University’s Ethical Commit-
tee.3 The study obtained institutional approval and ethics 
clearance. This study has also followed the practices for 
accessibility studies proposed in Matamala et al. [36].

Observation was conducted on March 17, 2022, by the 
author, and the duration of the session was approximately 
6 h. During the observation session, notes and photographs 

were taken (see Appendix 2) and a small number of field 
interviews with visitors and staff were conducted.

In parallel, the open-ended questionnaire was sent to 
organizations supporting people with disabilities in Dubai 
and Abu Dhabi. A total of eleven organizations were con-
tacted and two agreed to take part in the study. These organ-
izations were asked to distribute the online questionnaire 
among their service users. The questionnaire included a final 
question that asked participants if they would be willing to 
be interviewed and, if so, to provide their e-mail address. 
The participants that responded positively were interviewed. 
Interviews were held online or face-to-face, at the discretion 
of the participants. PwDs who volunteered to the interview 
were interviewed between April and May 2022, shortly after 
the Expo 2020 ended.

The two organizations in charge of the accessibility of the 
event were contacted and agreed to take part in the study. 
The in-depth interviews with the accessibility profession-
als were conducted online on August 24 and September 14, 
2022.

Interviews were audio recorded (except of one as the par-
ticipant did not agree to be recorded) and lasted between 15 
and 50 min. Participants were not paid or compensated in 
any way for their participation.

3.4  Participants

There are four types of participants: PwDs, accessibility 
consultants, family of PwDs and Expo Staff. Details of the 
participants involved, the tools employed and the topics that 
were explored in each activity are presented in Table 1.

The ages of questionnaire participants ranged from 25 to 
75. Six of them visited the event with family, and one vis-
ited alone. Four participants visited the Expo multiple times, 
and three of them visited once. One participant identified as 
a person with autism spectrum disorder, two had a vision 
impairment or disability, and four had a physical impairment 
or disability.

Regarding the interviewees that were visitors of the 
EXPO and had a disability (i.e., users), three of them had a 
physical impairment or disability, and one had a cognitive 
impairment or disability.

The accessibility consultants (also users of access ser-
vices, see Table 1) worked for organizations that provide 
accessibility services nationally and/or internationally (the 
UAE, the USA and the UK). During the time of the inter-
views, two accessibility consultants were based in the UK 
and the USA, respectively, but the three of them had been 
based in Dubai during the Expo.

3 The author was affiliated to Middlesex University, UK, when the 
study was conducted.



 Universal Access in the Information Society

3.5  Data analysis

The interviews were analyzed using thematic analysis by 
means of manual live coding [39]. The benefits of live coding 
include the possibility to record paralinguistic behavior such 
as tone, rate of speech and intonation [37]. The live coding 
process was developed following the approach as described 
in Parameswaran et al. [39]. The emerging codes were then 
grouped into overarching categories or themes. The results 
presented in the next section are organized based on these 
overarching themes. The data from the questionnaires were 
analyzed qualitatively.

The findings from the interviews, observation and ques-
tionnaires are presented in the next section. The information 
on the accessibility of the Expo 2020 Dubai available online, 
which was also examined, is also included below.

4  Findings

This section reports the key findings from the various data 
collection activities: in-depth interviews, questionnaires, 
observation and micro-interviews. The themes discussed 
include: the experience of PwDs at the event, the acces-
sibility of the event, specifically, the services available at 
the event and the feedback of PwDs on these, the physical 
accessibility of the Expo site and the contribution of staff 
to making the event accessible, and finally, the insights and 
experience of accessibility consultants working at the event.

4.1  Experiences of people with disabilities 
at the Expo

The most salient notion from the data was the considerable 
efforts made to make the event accessible. The experiences 

of PwDs were positive, and there was overall a sense of 
gratification and appreciation regarding the accessibility of 
the event. The factors that were key to the experience of 
PwDs were the infrastructure, the services offered and the 
staff, i.e., volunteers, guest services representatives at the 
pavilions, security personnel and police officers.

Overall, the experience of PwDs at the Expo Dubai was 
positive. Interviewees had visited multiple times (from 10 
to 30 times) and reported enjoying every visit. Some of the 
words used to describe their experience at the event were 
“amazing,” “safe for PwDs” and “great.” The overall sen-
timent was that considerable efforts were made to ensure 
PwDs could access and enjoy the Expo. In the words of one 
of the interviewees, “[PwDs] did not feel forgotten” (I03). 
All participants described the Expo as the most accessible 
tourism attraction and event they had attended. In the case 
of accessibility consultants, it was the most accessible event 
they had worked on.

On the other hand, the data show that there were signifi-
cant gaps or missing links in the accessibility chain. These 
gaps prevented PwDs from fully experiencing and navigat-
ing the Expo. Participants were not fully autonomous in their 
visits, for example, wheelchair users needed help to open 
the doors of accessible toilets and sometimes missed part 
of the experience by using alternative wheelchair routes in 
pavilions. Wheelchair users found this incomprehensible. 
Interviewees I03 and I05 stated that they believe that feed-
back from PwDs had not been gathered for the design of the 
Expo site. Despite the issues, their general feedback from 
the event was positive.

A final salient point in the experiences of PwDs was the 
enjoyment and learning from working at the event. Three 
participants had worked at the event in one of the pavilions 
(two were PwDs and one was an accessibility expert) and the 

Table 1  Participants involved, tools and topics investigated

Participant Self-identified disabilities Topics investigated Tools Number Identifier

PwDs Cognitive impairment or dis-
ability Physical impairment 
or disability (n.3) Visual 
impairment or disability (n.2) 
neurodivergent visual and 
physical impairment

Experiences at the event Sug-
gestions to make the event 
more accessible

In-depth interviews 4 I01
Questionnaires 7 102

103
104

Accessibility consult-
ants and experts at 
expo

Disability or impairment not 
specified (1) neurodivergent 
(1) none (1)

Work conducted with regard 
to the accessibility of the 
event experiences managing 
accessibility projects of large 
events

In-depth interviews 3 I05
106
107

Family of PwDs None Experiences at the event 
accompanying a PwDs

Micro-interviews during 
observation

2 MI01
MI02

Expo staff None Accessibility services available Micro-interviews during 
observation

3 MI03
MI04
MI05
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positive impact of the experience, for PwDs, other staff and 
visitors, was manifest. The two participants with disabilities 
were extremely happy with their work experience, which 
had given them a sense of belonging and accomplishment: 
they had been active participants of a historical moment in 
Dubai. They also enjoyed the interactions with the visitors 
and other staff and developed their social skills. They were 
both actively looking for employment as a result of their 
formative experience at the Expo.

4.2  Accessibility of the event

This section discusses the accessibility services and the 
feedback of PwDs on these, the physical accessibility of the 
site and the contribution of staff to making the event more 
accessible.

4.2.1  Accessibility services

The official Expo website includes a list of the accessibil-
ity provision at the event,4 which is advertised as the most 
accessible Expo in history. Table 2 lists the accessibility 
services listed in the Expo website.

According to the data, the accessibility services most 
employed and valued by PwDs were the sunflower lanyards, 
also known as hidden impairment lanyards (see Fig. 19 in 
Appendix 2), the fast-track pass in queues, and for people 
with reduced mobility, the wheelchairs, lifts, buggies and 
scooters (see Figs. 15, 16, 17, 18 in Appendix 2). The fast-
track pass and the lanyards were particularly appreciated by 
PwDs. These two were key to making the visits enjoyable 
to PwDs. It is important to note that the Expo was free for 
PwDs and one companion could get the ticket half-price.

The lanyards were provided to PwDs at the site entrance, 
and their purpose was to let the staff and volunteers know 
that visitors with a lanyard may need additional assistance 

and had a fast-track pass in pavilions (PwDs did not have 
to queue to enter pavilions). Yet, lanyards were not readily 
available at all entrances and, at times, PwDs were not aware 
of this service or had to ask for a lanyard to staff.

Scooters (see Fig. 17 in Appendix 2) were initially free 
for PwDs. At a certain time, they became payable, at 200 
AED per day (around 50€) as a result of high demand, pos-
sibly by non-PwDs, according to participants. Some par-
ticipants also raised that the accessible buggies (see Fig. 4 
in Appendix 2), which were designed to transport PwDs for 
longer distances, were at times used for protocol over PwDs.

Wheelchairs were available at visitor and information 
centers and could be borrowed free of charge. The issues 
raised by participants were that these were very heavy and 
had to be returned in the same center in which the wheel-
chair was borrowed. This system was inconvenient for those 
who decided to rent them in the middle of their visit as they 
had to then return them in a center that was far from their 
car in the disability parking.

Regarding the technologies advertised on the website, 
none of the participants of the study used any of these 
technologies i.e., hearing enhancement systems, scannable 
codes, touch tours, tactile paving and tactile maps, sensory 
access rates or others (see Table 2). The researcher did not 
encounter any of the other resources or technologies adver-
tised during the observation session either, with the excep-
tion of the sensory access rate cards, which can be found 
online. These provided people with sensory processing sen-
sitivities with the necessary information prior to their visit.

During observation, the researcher enquired in the differ-
ent Visitor centers about bespoke tours for PwDs (as adver-
tised). Most staff were unaware of these tours. In the last 
Visitor center the researcher was given the e-mail address 
for booking tours at the Expo. The researcher e-mailed the 
address on March 28, 2022, but there was no response. The 
lack of response could be due to the fact that contact was 
made too close to the end of the event on 31st of March.

Table 2  Accessibility services 
offered

Accessibility services

Sunflower lanyard Social narratives (PDF file)
Quiet rooms Sensory access rates for each pavilion
Headphones and children's sunglasses Hearing enhancement systems
Open captions on digital experience videos Scannable code with sign language
Sign language tours and interpretation Tactile paving and maps
Audio content Audio description in Arabic and English
Touch tour Wheelchairs
Wheelchairs charging stations Accessible toilets
Quiet rooms Service dog relief areas

4 https:// www. expo2 020du bai. com/ en/ plan- your- visit/ acces sibil ity/ 
speci al- requi remen ts.

https://www.expo2020dubai.com/en/plan-your-visit/accessibility/special-requirements
https://www.expo2020dubai.com/en/plan-your-visit/accessibility/special-requirements
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4.2.2  Physical accessibility of pavilions

The Expo site was organized around large open-air avenues 
leading to pavilions of different sizes (see Figs. 3, 4 and 11 
in Appendix 2). There were two types of pavilions: country 
and thematic pavilions.

Thematic pavilions were managed by Dubai and had to 
adhere to the country’s laws on accessibility. Country pavil-
ions were considered the territory of the country and were 
therefore not required to follow the regulations of Dubai: 
the accessibility of their pavilions was at their own discre-
tion (I05). This differentiation translated in a discrepancy in 
the accessibility provision of the various types of pavilions 
within the Expo site.

Country pavilions were of different sizes: Small pavil-
ions had a similar size and layout, while larger pavilions 
(usually reserved to countries with affluent economies) were 
designed by each country.

The UAE pavilion and the thematic pavilions were found 
to be accessible; some of the country pavilions were accessi-
ble while others inaccessible. Some large pavilions had auto-
matic doors or no doors, while small pavilions had heavy, 
large doors, which made it impossible for wheelchair users 
to enter autonomously (see Fig. 10 in Appendix 2). Sur-
prisingly, accessible toilets, located on the ground floor for 
accessibility purposes, had also manual doors (see Fig. 9 in 
Appendix 2). According to one participant (I03), these were 
very heavy, and the participant could not use the bathrooms 
without the help of their partner.

Pavilions had ramps (see Fig. 11 in Appendix 2) and 
wheelchair access to other floors and areas. However, these 
designated routes for wheelchair users sometimes had obsta-
cles, which made passing difficult (see Fig. 14 in Appen-
dix 2). In some cases, these alternative routes went through 
back corridors which resulted in wheelchair users missing 
part of the exhibitions and experience.

4.2.3  Contributions of staff to the accessibility of the event

Staff at the event were key to the experience of PwDs. 
According to Martínez Carrillo [18] and Zorková [40], staff 
is one of the key links in the accessibility chain. At the event, 
the reasons for their substantial contributions were twofold: 
First, staff had disability awareness. Staff received training 
on disabilities and, during the event, they “always tried to 
go the extra mile to make PwDs visits an enjoyable one” 
(I06). According to a staff member (I04), guidance had been 
provided to staff and volunteers to offer full support to PwDs 
throughout their visit.

Secondly, the high number of staff and volunteers pre-
sent at the site made it easy for PwDs to reach out for help, 
directions or information when needed. Support from staff 
began at the parking, which was reported as being very 

important for PwDs. For example, some were directed to the 
PwDs parking by staff (showing a disability badge was not 
required). At the Expo site, there was special Dubai police 
division for PwDs who spoke International and Arabic sign 
language and who were available to support and accompany 
PwDs during their visit. One interviewee (I05) indicated that 
staff at the pavilions would at times do bespoke tours for 
PwDs, for example, for people with visual impairments, but 
these were not bookable or available on offer.

4.3  Accessibility planning and management: 
accessibility consultants

There were two teams in charge of the accessibility of the 
event: one for the general accessibility and another in charge 
of the sensory accessibility. Accessibility consultants recog-
nized that the Expo was the most complex project that we have 
worked on (I07). They also claimed that the event was the 
first global event that has attempted to be as accessible (I06), 
specially that it did not only focus on people with mobility 
or visual impairments, but it also considered neurodiversity.

Accessibility consultants were satisfied with their work 
and the willingness of event organizers to incorporate their 
recommendations. They highlighted the benefit of hav-
ing two teams working on the event, as it allowed for the 
combination of different areas of expertise and distinctive 
ideas coming together. The consultants designed the train-
ing courses for Expo staff and adopted a top-down approach 
to training: They trained the managers of different teams 
who would train their staff. Among their achievements, they 
highlight the increased awareness on disabilities among the 
local community, and the popularity and recognition of the 
sunflower lanyards across the country.

Accessibility consultants addressed some challenges in 
the execution of their duties. The work on the accessibility of 
the event started only a year and a half before the event was 
due to start, when a lot of progress had been made on build-
ing the event site. The delay presented serious limitations to 
their work and to the accessibility of the event.

Another challenge was related to the Dubai Universal 
Design Code (see Sect. 2.3), which set the requirements 
for the accessibility for buildings in Dubai. The code came 
into effect after the work on the site had already started and 
adhering to the code became problematic. To overcome this 
challenge in future events, consultants suggest the inclusion 
of an accessibility clause in the contract that countries sign 
when they agree to participate in the event. This clause will 
ensure that all participating countries adhere to the acces-
sibility mandate or code set for the event.

Accessibility consultants had no direct contact with stake-
holders (management of country pavilions and retailers), 
which made communication with stakeholders challeng-
ing. This was further complicated by the fact that country 



Universal Access in the Information Society 

pavilions could decide whether they wanted to make their 
pavilion more accessible. As raised in Sect. 4.2.1, these pavil-
ions did not have to follow UAE regulations on accessibility.

The restrictions associated with the COVID-19 pandemic 
also affected the accessibility of the event. For example, 
touch services were reduced to prevent the spread of the 
virus, and the compulsory use of masks was a detriment to 
the deaf community.

5  Discussion

The findings of this study have brought to the fore the 
efforts and successes of the accessibility of the Expo, but 
have also uncovered some missing links in the accessibility 
chain. Visitors appreciated the provision and efforts made 
to accommodate their access needs, which were greater than 
what visitors with disabilities are accustomed to. Yet, PwDs 
were still dependent on family members or carers during 
their visit and rarely did they venture to visit the event on 
their own. The Accessibility Code passed by the Emirate of 
Dubai contributed partially to making the event accessible, 
but the failure to enforce the code in all pavilions led to 
inconsistencies in the navigation of the event and jeopard-
ized the experience and access of PwDs to certain spaces.

The work and continued efforts of accessibility consultants 
provided a wide range of access services and participation, 
but said access and participation were not ubiquitous due to 
the fact that experts were not involved from the start of the 
“product”; a principle in present-day design approaches (be 

they referred to as user-centered, universal or design for all). 
At that stage, certain errors could not be corrected, especially 
with regard to physical access.

To ascertain the extent to which the event was accessi-
ble, the results from the study have been measured against 
the stages of cultural experience as proposed by Neves [22]. 
Figure 2 illustrates the stages of the cultural experience and 
whether and to what extent these were met. The findings from 
this study indicate that the first three stages (know about the 
event, get to the venue and enter the venue) were met in the 
Expo 2020 Dubai. The event organizers were successful in 
marketing and outreach, transportation and logistics, and 
welcoming and providing accessible information to PwDs. 
The two remaining stages (navigate space, enjoy, engage and 
understand) were only partially met. For example, wheelchair 
users could not access the accessible toilets (navigating space), 
people with visual impairments could not enjoy and engage 
the exhibitions unless they booked a bespoke tour in advance, 
and wheelchair users could not access the displays on tables in 
certain pavilions (enjoy, engage and understand). This means 
that the main goal, to learn and remember, could only be par-
tially achieved at the Expo event.

6  Summary of recommendations for future 
events

This section gathers the recommendations for future large 
events based on the findings of this study on the Expo2020 
Dubai. The suggestions below are drawn from the data 

Fig. 2  Stages of the cultural 
experience: the case of the 
Expo Dubai 2020 (adapted from 
Neves [22], reproduced with the 
author's permission)
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collected for this study: the highlights and shortcomings 
raised by PwDs, the challenges and suggestions of the acces-
sibility consultants and the data from the questionnaires and 
observations, Table 3.

6.1  Limitations and further research

This study reports on interviews and questionnaires of PwDs 
from the UAE, but we were not able to engage in this study 
with PwDs from other countries that visited the Expo. Fur-
thermore, while the researcher contacted eleven local organi-
zations, only two agreed to take part in the study. Future 
studies can include visitors from other countries to have a 
wider sample.

Another limitation is that there was only one observation 
event, due to time and resources constrains. Having multiple 
observations on different days, times and months would have 
allowed for contrasting the data gathered in the first obser-
vation, especially via micro-interviews with PwDs during 
their visit.

Finally, we acknowledge the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on the event and hence on the planning and execu-
tion of the accessibility provision. As a result of the travel 
and social gathering restrictions, the event was delayed by a 
year; the preparation for the event was interrupted during the 
peak of the pandemic, the accessibility provision was affected 
by the restrictions and safety recommendations, i.e., touch 
tours and other sensory experiences or services were limited 
to prevent the spread of the virus. We acknowledge that the 
complexity of making an event of this magnitude accessible 
to all was further complicated by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Further research is also encouraged on the impacts of 
employing people with disabilities in large events. The 
data from this study indicate that it has the capacity to raise 
awareness and educate the general population on disabilities. 
Furthermore, the beneficial effects of working at the Expo 
on the lives of the participants with disabilities became evi-
dent in the interviews. Research that explores the impact 
that working in large, international events has on the lives 
of people with disabilities is also encouraged.

7  Conclusions and further research

This study has gathered the experiences of PwDs and acces-
sibility experts at the Expo2020 in Dubai and has shed light 
on the complex and necessary task of making events and 
experiences accessible to all. The desire to make the event 
accessible and the involvement of accessibility consultants 
did not suffice to meet the access requirements of visitors. 
We agree with Finkel and Dashper [5] in that a better under-
standing of accessibility, diversity and inclusion will lead to 
advances in events that benefit more people and communi-
ties. It is hoped that the findings of this study can be used in 
planning and managing future large events.

It is important to acknowledge that there is still much pro-
gress to be made. While efforts have been made to improve 
inclusivity and accommodate individuals with disabilities, 
there are still significant challenges to overcome. However, 
it is encouraging to see that steps are being taken in the 
right direction. Event organizers, communities and advo-
cacy groups are increasingly recognizing the importance of 

Table 3  Suggestions for 
future events (author’s own 
elaboration)

Summary of suggestions

Mandatory
 Before the event
  Ensure that accessibility experts are part of the event since the very beginning
  Inclusion of an accessibility clause in the contract that participating countries/companies sign when 

they agree to take part in the event
  Train staff on accessibility by using a top-down approach

 During the event
  Supply and have on display sunflower lanyards at the entrance
  Use automatic doors in all entrances
  Give fast-track passes to PwDs to avoid queueing
  Provide free motorbike or scooters for people with reduced mobility
  Ensure wheelchair users can enjoy the full experience and exhibitions in pavilions
  Ensure accessible toilets are fully accessible, i.e., have automatic doors
  Easy rental system of higher-quality wheelchairs
  Organze and advertise bespoke tours for PwDs, to ensure that these can be easily booked

 Recommended
  Employing PwDs at the event
  Engage various teams with different expertise on accessibility
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accessibility and working towards implementing inclusive 
practices. Through continued collaboration, awareness and 
commitment, we can hope to bridge the accessibility gap 
and ensure that large events become truly inclusive spaces 
for everyone. It is a journey that requires ongoing dedication, 
but the fact that efforts are being made is a positive sign for 
a more accessible and inclusive future.

In addition to creating a more inclusive tourism experience, 
it has become apparent that the impact of making an event 
of this magnitude accessible goes beyond the temporal and 
physical confinement of the event: Making these events acces-
sible can contribute to the country’s legacy. Accessible events 
have the potential to raise awareness on disabilities among 
the community (local and, we dare say, international), to set 
standards and examples for future events and to leave behind 
a tangible legacy in the city: in the case of Dubai, a fully 
accessible facility, the Expo city,5 for future visits and events.

Appendix 1: Questionnaire

Demographics

1. With which of the option below do you identify with?

Vision impairment
Hearing impairment
Mobility impairment
Cognitive impairment
Speech impairment
Other: please specify
None of the above: I accompanied a person who used 
the accessibility services at the Expo)

2. How old are you?

18–25
26–35
36–45
46–55
 + 55

3. Where do you live?
Questionnaire
4. When did you visit the expo?
5. How many visits?
6. Who did you go with?
7. Did you check which accessibility services were pro-

vided by the Expo before visiting? If so, where/how did 
you check?

General

 8. What is your opinion of the accessibility provision at 
the Expo? (Interaction with staff).

 9. How were your interactions with staff members at 
the Expo? (Access to information and experiences 
(media accessibility)).

 10. What accessibility services/features did you use? 
Please select. (Show list shown in Table 2).

 11. Which one did you find the most useful? Why? (Access 
to services such as food/toilets and access to pavil-
ions).

 12. Can you tell us about your experience in the restau-
rants, toilets? (Experience at the Expo vs other tour-
ist attractions).

 13. Have you visited other tourist attractions (in the UAE 
or abroad) recently? How does your experience at the 
Expo compare to that of other places you have recently 
visited?

Appendix 2: The Expo2020 Dubai. Photos 
taken during observation

See Figs. 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 
18, 19.

Fig. 3  Avenues leading to pavilions5 https:// www. expoc itydu bai. com/ en.

https://www.expocitydubai.com/en
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Fig. 4  Avenues leading to pavilions of different sizes. This picture 
also shows two modes of transports used by PwDs: carts or buggies 
(left) and e-scooters (right)

Fig. 5  Signage

Fig. 6  Signage

Fig. 7  Key of the Expo map
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Fig. 8  Wheelchair charging station

Fig. 9  Accessible toilets with manual doors

Fig. 10  Manual doors in small pavilions

Fig. 11  Ramp access to the Peruvian pavilion
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Fig. 12  Ramp access to a building

Fig. 13  Obstacles to wheelchairs in avenues

Fig. 14  Obstacles to wheelchairs in pavilions

Fig. 15  Mode of transport used by people with reduced mobility. 
Compressed air train
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