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Introduction 
 

Accessible tourism is becoming a critical focus in an increasingly aging global society, where the need 

to ensure that seniors and people with disabilities can participate in travel and leisure activities is both 

a moral obligation and an economic opportunity. As two nations with aging populations, Japan and 

Switzerland have taken distinct yet complementary approaches to address these challenges. By 

creating more inclusive tourism systems, they aim to enhance the quality of life for all travelers while 

capitalizing on the growing demand for barrier-free experiences. 

Japan, known for its technological innovation and cultural heritage, has made considerable strides in 

improving urban accessibility, especially in preparation for international events such as the Tokyo 2020 

Paralympic Games. From advanced mobility devices to barrier-free public transport, Japan’s efforts 

demonstrate a commitment to integrating inclusivity into its tourism offerings. However, challenges 

remain, particularly in rural and historical areas, where infrastructure often lacks modern accessibility 

features. Language barriers and inconsistent availability of accessibility information for international 

visitors further complicate these efforts. 

Switzerland, on the other hand, excels in holistic accessibility planning. Renowned for its efficient 

public transportation system and inclusive approach to natural tourism, Switzerland has successfully 

positioned itself as a global leader in accessible travel. The country’s ability to seamlessly integrate 

accessibility into luxury tourism experiences—from wheelchair-friendly ski resorts to accessible hiking 

trails—sets a high standard. Furthermore, Switzerland’s targeted marketing campaigns, such as 

"Barrier-Free Switzerland," actively promote its inclusivity to international audiences, highlighting the 

economic potential of accessible tourism. 

The importance of accessibility in tourism cannot be overstated. With Japan’s population aged 65 and 

older projected to account for 30% by 2030 and Switzerland already at 24%, catering to the needs of 

senior travelers and those with disabilities is a pressing issue for both countries. Beyond addressing 

demographic shifts, accessible tourism also fosters cultural exchange and inclusivity, enabling all 

individuals to experience the joys of travel without limitations. 

My interest in this topic stems from my background in tourism management and my recent internship 

with WHILL, a company specializing in personal mobility devices that enhance accessibility. This role 

gave me firsthand insight into Japan’s innovative approach to accessible tourism and inspired me to 

explore how these efforts compare to Switzerland’s well-established systems. By examining both 

countries’ strengths, challenges, and opportunities for collaboration, this report aims to highlight the 

transformative potential of accessible tourism and its role in creating a more inclusive global society. 

The following sections will delve into the specific approaches taken by Japan and Switzerland, 

comparing their achievements and identifying lessons they can learn from each other. From urban 

accessibility to cultural preservation, this analysis underscores the value of shared knowledge in 

advancing the field of accessible tourism. 

  



Japan’s Approach to Accessibility 
 

Focus on Infrastructure 

Japan has made significant strides in accessibility, particularly in urban areas. Public transportation 

systems in cities like Tokyo and Osaka are equipped with elevators, escalators, and low-floor buses. The 

Tokyo Metro, for example, boasts a 96% accessibility rate for its stations, with elevators and barrier-

free pathways designed for wheelchair users. Similarly, JR East operates trains with designated spaces 

for wheelchairs and priority seating for elderly and disabled passengers. These developments highlight 

Japan’s commitment to creating a more inclusive urban environment. 

However, accessibility efforts extend beyond public transportation. In preparation for international 

events like the Tokyo 2020 Paralympic Games, the government invested heavily in upgrading 

infrastructure to accommodate disabled athletes and visitors. Many sidewalks have been fitted with 

tactile paving to assist visually impaired pedestrians, and new buildings are required to include barrier-

free designs. Regulations mandating these improvements reflect Japan’s recognition of accessibility as 

a societal necessity, ensuring inclusivity becomes a standard rather than an exception. 

Beyond urban centers, Japan has also begun addressing accessibility in rural and remote areas. For 

example, the town of Kamikatsu in Tokushima Prefecture has introduced innovative solutions to make 

its natural attractions, such as hiking trails and scenic viewpoints, more accessible to seniors and 

individuals with disabilities. Although these efforts are less widespread compared to urban initiatives, 

they signify an important step toward inclusivity in traditionally hard-to-reach areas. 

 

Tourist Initiatives 

To attract international visitors, Japan has prioritized making tourist destinations more accessible. For 

instance: 

• Kyoto’s Arashiyama district has implemented pathways for wheelchairs, making it easier for 

visitors to enjoy the famous Bamboo Grove. 

• The introduction of WHILL mobility devices at attractions like Haneda Airport and some 

national parks has enhanced the travel experience for individuals with mobility challenges. 

• Popular destinations such as Tokyo Disneyland and Universal Studios Japan offer detailed 

accessibility guides, ensuring that visitors with disabilities can plan their trips with ease. 

Historical sites remain a mixed challenge. Many temples and shrines, such as those in Kyoto and Nara, 

were built centuries ago and lack modern accessibility features due to preservation concerns. Some 

destinations, like the Golden Pavilion (Kinkaku-ji), have introduced ramps and alternative viewing areas 

to accommodate wheelchair users, but these efforts are not yet universal. Notably, Nara Park has 

experimented with accessible pathways to allow easier navigation for wheelchairs, showcasing how 

historic locations can balance preservation with inclusivity. 

Digital initiatives also play a role in Japan’s accessibility efforts. Apps such as Navitime’s "Barrier-Free" 

map and the Japan Accessible Tourism Center’s online guides provide travelers with detailed 

information about accessible routes and facilities. However, these resources often lack comprehensive 

translations into multiple languages, limiting their usefulness for international tourists. Expanding 

these tools to include more languages and real-time updates could significantly enhance their impact. 



Accessibility in Events and Public Spaces 

Japan’s hosting of international events, such as the Tokyo 2020 Paralympic Games, served as a catalyst 

for improving accessibility nationwide. The event highlighted the need for barrier-free stadiums, 

hotels, and transportation networks, prompting widespread upgrades. For example, venues were 

designed with wheelchair-accessible seating and sensory-friendly spaces for individuals with autism or 

other sensory processing conditions. These advancements have since been integrated into Japan’s 

broader tourism infrastructure, benefiting not only athletes but also everyday travelers. 

Public spaces, including parks and shopping centers, are also increasingly designed with accessibility in 

mind. For instance, Ueno Zoo in Tokyo offers wheelchair rentals and step-free access throughout the 

park, making it a popular destination for families with elderly or disabled members. Similarly, large 

shopping complexes like Roppongi Hills and Odaiba’s DiverCity have incorporated universal design 

principles, ensuring accessibility for all visitors. 

 

Challenges 

While Japan’s technological advancements contribute to accessibility, challenges remain: 

• Older Infrastructure: Many historical sites cannot be easily retrofitted without 
compromising their integrity. This often results in partial accessibility rather than 
comprehensive solutions. 

• Language Barriers: Signage and resources for disabled travelers are often only 
available in Japanese, limiting accessibility for international tourists. Increasing 
multilingual support would greatly enhance the experience for non-Japanese-speaking 
visitors. 

• Awareness and Training: Staff at smaller establishments may lack training on 
accommodating disabled travelers, highlighting a need for education. Expanding 
hospitality training programs to include accessibility awareness could address this gap. 

Statistics 

• By 2030, Japan’s population aged 65 and older is projected to account for 30% of the 
total population (Source: Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications). 

• In 2022, 18% of tourists cited accessibility as a key factor in their decision to visit Japan 
(Source: JNTO Survey). 

• Over 15,000 stations nationwide have been equipped with barrier-free features to 
accommodate travelers with disabilities (Source: Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, 
Transport and Tourism). 

• Tokyo boasts a 97% accessibility rate across its metro and train stations, with elevators 
and ramps available at nearly all major hubs (Source: Tokyo Metropolitan 
Government). 

 

 



Switzerland’s Approach to Accessibility 
 

Integrated Transportation Networks 

Switzerland is renowned for its well-organized and inclusive transportation network, which seamlessly 

connects cities, towns, and even remote alpine regions. The Swiss Travel System exemplifies this 

integration, offering travelers comprehensive information on accessible routes, services, and facilities. 

Most trains operated by Swiss Federal Railways (SBB) are equipped with wheelchair-accessible 

carriages, while major stations provide boarding assistance through ramps and lifts. 

Public buses and trams in Switzerland are equally accommodating. In cities such as Zurich, Geneva, and 

Basel, low-floor trams and buses ensure step-free access for passengers with mobility challenges. Rural 

transportation options, including cable cars and mountain trains, have been adapted to meet 

accessibility standards, making even iconic destinations like the Matterhorn accessible to all travelers. 

 

Accessible Natural Attractions 

One of Switzerland’s standout achievements in accessibility is its inclusive approach to natural tourism. 

Scenic hiking trails, viewing platforms, and outdoor activities have been modified to accommodate 

seniors and travelers with disabilities. For example: 

• Jungfraujoch – Top of Europe: Visitors can access Europe’s highest railway station via elevators 

and ramps, enjoying breathtaking views without mobility restrictions. 

• Lake Geneva: Wheelchair-accessible paths allow travelers to explore the shores of one of 

Switzerland’s most iconic lakes. 

• Swiss National Park: Specific trails have been designed to accommodate wheelchairs, ensuring 

that nature remains accessible to all. 

These efforts reflect Switzerland’s commitment to balancing environmental preservation with 

inclusivity, making natural attractions more welcoming without compromising their beauty. 

 

Luxury and Accessibility in Tourism 

Switzerland’s focus on luxury tourism naturally extends to accessibility. Many high-end hotels offer 

accessible rooms that combine functionality with elegance, ensuring that travelers with disabilities can 

enjoy the same standards of comfort and sophistication. Additionally, wellness resorts and spas, such 

as those in Davos and St. Moritz, provide barrier-free facilities, enabling all guests to participate in 

restorative experiences. 

The ski industry has also embraced inclusivity. Adaptive skiing programs and specialized equipment 

allow individuals with disabilities to enjoy Switzerland’s world-famous slopes. Resorts like Zermatt have 

implemented infrastructure upgrades, including ramps, accessible gondolas, and ski lifts, to cater to 

skiers of all abilities. 

 



Targeted Marketing and Awareness 

Switzerland actively promotes its accessibility initiatives through campaigns such as "Barrier-Free 

Switzerland." These campaigns highlight the country’s commitment to inclusivity, providing detailed 

guides on accessible accommodations, transport, and activities. Marketing efforts emphasize 

Switzerland’s appeal as a destination where accessibility and natural beauty coexist seamlessly. 

The Swiss Travel System has also developed apps and online tools to assist travelers in planning barrier-

free journeys. These digital resources offer real-time information on accessible transportation 

schedules, station facilities, and recommended routes, making it easier for tourists to navigate the 

country independently. 

 

Cultural Sensitivity and Training 

Another strength of Switzerland’s approach lies in its emphasis on cultural sensitivity. Hospitality staff 

at hotels, restaurants, and tourist attractions are often trained to understand and accommodate the 

diverse needs of travelers with disabilities. This training ensures a welcoming environment and reflects 

Switzerland’s broader ethos of inclusivity and respect. 

 

Challenges and Areas for Improvement 

Despite its strong accessibility foundation, Switzerland faces challenges: 

• Rural Accessibility: While urban and alpine regions are well-equipped, smaller villages and less-

touristed 

 

Statistics 

• 24% of Switzerland’s population is aged 65 or older, highlighting the importance of catering to 

senior travelers (Source: Swiss Federal Statistical Office, 2022). 

• Over 90% of Swiss public transport is wheelchair-accessible (Source: Swiss Travel System). 

• In 2021, Switzerland welcomed over 1 million senior travelers, many of whom cited 

accessibility as a key factor in choosing their destination (Source: Switzerland Tourism). 



Similarities in Accessibility Approaches 
Japan and Switzerland share several similarities in their approaches to creating accessible tourism. 

Both nations prioritize accessible transportation systems, recognizing the importance of seamless 

mobility for seniors and individuals with disabilities. Their public transportation networks—from 

Japan’s urban train systems to Switzerland’s interconnected trams, trains, and cable cars—are built to 

ensure inclusivity. Elevators, ramps, priority seating, and accessible carriages are standard features in 

both countries. 

Moreover, both nations place significant emphasis on ensuring that urban centers are barrier-free. In 

Tokyo and Zurich, for instance, public spaces such as parks, shopping centers, and tourist attractions 

are designed with accessibility in mind. Amenities like tactile paving for the visually impaired, step-free 

access, and clear signage are widely available, ensuring that everyone can navigate these bustling cities 

with ease. 

Another shared priority is the balance between preserving cultural heritage and introducing 

accessibility features. While it remains challenging to retrofit historical sites, both Japan and 

Switzerland have made progress. For example, Japan’s Golden Pavilion (Kinkaku-ji) offers alternative 

viewing areas for wheelchair users, while Switzerland’s historic castles often provide virtual tours or 

adapted pathways to ensure inclusivity. 

Lastly, both countries acknowledge the growing economic potential of accessible tourism. As their 

populations age, the demand for barrier-free travel will only increase. By investing in accessible 

infrastructure and services, Japan and Switzerland aim to attract this expanding demographic, thereby 

boosting their tourism sectors. 

 

Differences in Accessibility Strategies 
 

Infrastructure Development and Technology 

A key difference between the two nations lies in their approach to infrastructure and technology. Japan 

heavily emphasizes technological solutions to enhance accessibility. For instance, personal mobility 

devices like WHILL are integrated into tourist destinations, and apps like Navitime’s “Barrier-Free” 

provide real-time accessibility information. These innovations showcase Japan’s forward-thinking 

approach, although their implementation remains concentrated in urban areas. 

Switzerland, on the other hand, focuses on integrating accessibility into its holistic transportation and 

tourism planning. The Swiss Travel System seamlessly connects cities and rural regions, ensuring that 

even remote alpine areas are accessible. Instead of relying on advanced technological devices, 

Switzerland emphasizes universal design principles and high-quality infrastructure that caters to all 

travelers. 

  



Marketing and Awareness 

Switzerland has a more proactive approach to marketing its accessible tourism offerings. Campaigns 

like “Barrier-Free Switzerland” actively promote the country’s inclusivity to international audiences, 

providing detailed resources for planning accessible trips. These efforts include brochures, dedicated 

websites, and mobile apps that highlight barrier-free accommodations, activities, and routes. 

In contrast, Japan’s marketing of accessible tourism is less consistent. While individual attractions and 

regions make efforts to highlight their accessibility features, a unified national campaign is lacking. This 

gap makes it more challenging for international travelers with disabilities to plan their visits, especially 

if they do not speak Japanese. 

 

Cultural and Service Approaches 

Cultural differences also influence the accessibility landscape. In Switzerland, inclusivity is often tied to 

luxury experiences. High-end hotels, wellness resorts, and ski lodges offer accessible facilities that 

combine functionality with comfort and elegance. This approach aligns with Switzerland’s reputation 

for premium tourism. 

Japan’s accessibility efforts, while comprehensive, are more utilitarian in nature. The focus is often on 

functionality and practicality, ensuring that basic needs are met rather than providing luxurious 

experiences. This difference reflects broader cultural attitudes toward hospitality and service. 

 

Accessibility Features Comparison 

Feature Japan Switzerland 

Wheelchair  
Accessibility (%) 

95 90 

Elevators in Stations (%) 97 85 
Step-Free Access (%) 92 88 

 

The following charts showing the percentage of tourists citing accessibility as a key factor in 

their travel decisions for Japan and Switzerland: 

 

 



The following bar chart comparing the aging population (percentage of those aged 65 and 

older) in Japan and Switzerland over time: 

 

 

 

Lessons and Opportunities for Collaboration 
 

What Japan Can Learn from Switzerland 

1. Holistic Marketing Campaigns: Japan could benefit from adopting Switzerland’s approach to 

promoting accessible tourism through cohesive national campaigns. By highlighting accessible 

attractions and services in a unified manner, Japan could better attract international tourists 

with disabilities. 

2. Accessibility in Remote Areas: Switzerland’s ability to connect rural and alpine regions through 

accessible transportation networks serves as a model for Japan. Expanding barrier-free 

infrastructure beyond urban centers would make Japan’s rural destinations more inclusive. 

3. Luxury Accessibility: Incorporating accessibility into high-end tourism offerings could enhance 

Japan’s appeal to affluent senior travelers and those seeking premium experiences. 

  



What Switzerland Can Learn from Japan 

1. Innovative Technology: Switzerland could adopt Japan’s technological solutions, such as 

personal mobility devices and real-time navigation apps, to further enhance accessibility. 

2. Cultural Heritage Preservation: Japan’s efforts to balance accessibility with the preservation of 

historical sites offer valuable lessons for Switzerland’s castles and heritage landmarks. 

3. Event-Driven Accessibility Improvements: The Tokyo 2020 Paralympic Games catalyzed 

nationwide upgrades in Japan. Switzerland could use major events as opportunities to invest in 

and showcase its accessibility advancements. 

 

Shared Opportunities 

Collaboration between Japan and Switzerland could lead to innovative solutions in accessible tourism. 

Joint initiatives, such as knowledge-sharing programs and partnerships between technology companies 

and tourism boards, could accelerate progress in both countries. For example, integrating WHILL 

devices into Swiss ski resorts or promoting Swiss-style barrier-free trail designs in Japan’s rural areas 

could create mutual benefits. 

Conclusion 
While Japan and Switzerland have distinct approaches to accessible tourism, their shared commitment 

to inclusivity underscores the importance of this global issue. By learning from each other’s strengths 

and addressing their respective challenges, both nations can continue to lead the way in creating 

barrier-free travel experiences. Ultimately, the collaboration between these two innovative countries 

could set new standards for accessibility worldwide. 

 

 


