
Travel as Therapy: 
Expanding Possibility for 

Wheelchair Users
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Who has ever had a 
patient afraid to 
travel?
Not because they couldn't.

Because they didn't know if they 

should.
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Has illness, injury, or life
ever taken something
you loved away from 
you?
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Karen Morales, Fora X Agent. Accessibility Program Lead. 

April 24, 2020 changed it all for me. . 



● Is this going to be harder for me?
● Will people understand what I need?
● What happens if something goes wrong?
● Am I going to have to advocate for myself again?

For many guests, travel begins with 
uncertainty and fatigue.

5Accessible Travel

The Accessible Traveler Mindset 



Clients are afraid to 
travel when they 
feel like a burden. 

It’s hard to heal 
from a state of fear. 
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Accessibility is not only about removing 
physical barriers.

It is about removing the emotional burden    
of the fight or flight response. 

It’s about replacing fear with possibility. 
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Clients requiring accessible travel accommodations for any of 
the following areas: 
● Mobility
● Hearing
● Vision
● Autism and neurodivergence
● Food Allergies/restrictions
● Invisible/chronic illness
● Service Animal
● Dementia and aging 
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So many different types of 
patients experience these fears



By 2030, all baby boomers will be over 
65, and 35% (36 million) will be living 
with a disability.  
(Source: US Census, 2024)

They hold 50% of U.S. wealth.
(Source: Federal Reserve Distributional 
Financial Accounts)
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And It’s Growing 



● Christmas gift trip to Sicily for 20: 
food allergies, extra kids and a dementia 
diagnosis

● Costa Rica for 14, including two severe 
food allergies, fear of heights and a slow 
walker 

● Post chemo trip to Montana and 
Wyoming, with private open air 
activities 

Accessibility Needs Can Show Up in Many 
Ways 

10



Sometimes what 
happens outside of the 
clinic matters more than 
what you do in it. 



Is there an accessible room with two beds?
Is there a step free path to all restaurants?
Is there accessible parking? 
Is the bed low enough to reach from my chair, or is there a chair I can use?
Can I reach the toiletries and towels?
Is there a light switch not controllable from bed?
Can I reach the phone from bed?
Is the toilet a good height?
Can I go to the spa and gym?
Can I use the pool? 
Will you make sure that the amenity doesn’t have peanuts?
Can we get room service breakfast instead?
Is there a charger for my phone, laptop and chair from my bed?
Can you automatically open the door for room service?
Can I take a yoga class? Is there a chair I could use to transfer?
Do I have to enter in a back door or alley?
Is there any place I can’t go? 
Can I reach the coffee?
Is the iron accessible?
Can you reach the plugs on the desk?
Is the remote by the bed?
Is there a lamp on by the bed?
Is music coming from across the room?
Are there tours I can do? Do the activities apply to me?
What is my wheelchair breaks?
What if I lose luggage or medical equipment or my chair in flight?
What if the transfer doesn’t show up?

The logistics are vast. 

Wheelchair Room Considerations 
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Where has 
adventure 
taken you?
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The Travel Progression
Getting people out of the day-to-day — and into the world

01
Adaptive Recreation

Local, familiar, controlled

02
Road Trip

Car travel, accessible stays

03
Day Trip

Solo real-world navigation

04
First Flight

Airports & airline transfers

05
Europe or Tropical escape

International adventure

06
Bucket List

Safari, Antarctica, no limits
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Adaptive Recreation
WHY IT WORKS

Rebuilds confidence in public spaces

Tests the chair in real environments

Reinforces that joy is still accessible

Low stakes, high reward

SUGGEST TO CLIENTS

Accessible hiking trails & beach chairs

Adaptive sports — tennis, kayaking, skiing

Botanical gardens, zoos, accessible parks

Local food & cultural day experiences
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Road Trip
Control, comfort, and the freedom to stop anywhere

WHY IT WORKS

Client controls pace and environment

No airports — equipment stays with you

Builds problem-solving in new towns

High confidence gain, low perceived risk

WHAT TO PLAN FOR

Accessible accommodation — call ahead

Places to see or go; medical back up 

Rest stop spacing & accessible bathrooms

Back-up plans for unexpected barriers

Use your own vehicle 
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Independent Day Trip
WHY IT WORKS

Builds true independence and self-
advocacy

Tests skills without the safety net of home

Reinforces identity as traveler, not patient

A huge win when it goes well

YOUR ROLE AS PT/OT

Set a destination with a clear accessible route

Plan for contingencies together in advance

Debrief on return — what worked, what didn't

Celebrate the wins, every single one
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First Flight
The airport is the biggest psychological hurdle

WHY IT WORKS

Mastering the hardest logistical step

Surrendering the chair — and getting it 
back

Proof that air travel is within reach

Reframes fear into competence

PT/OT PREP TIPS

Practice transfers in clinic before departure

Document equipment needs for the airline

Know your rights — ACAA protections

Short domestic flight = low risk, high return
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Europe, Beach Resorts & Cruises 
International travel is absolutely possible

WHY IT WORKS

Expands the sense of what is still possible

Cultural immersion reframes identity

Proves accessibility exists worldwide

A milestone that shifts the internal 
narrative

Barcelona — accessible, flat, vibrant

Japan — outstanding accessibility 
infrastructure

Amsterdam — canals, culture, chair-friendly

Portugal — emerging accessible destination

Cruises — accessible design, medics on board
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Bucket List
Adventures
No limits. Not despite the chair.
Because of everything you’ve overcome.

Safari, 
Kenya

Machu 
Picchu

AntarcticaGalápagos
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Our vision:
Travel doesn’t need to 

require sacrifice.   
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