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Introduction

Approximately 70% of disabled people are non-visibly disabled. Non-visible disabilities and conditions 
are not always instantly noticeable to others. This can be because they are not physical, or the person 
does not evidently use any assistive technology or equipment. Like other disabled people, non-visibly 
disabled people are disabled by the environment around them. 

However, most existing accessibility recommendations within football and wider society reflect the 
access requirements of visibly disabled people. To address this gap, CAFE conducted a survey of non-
visibly disabled people and people with long-term health conditions between April and June 2020. The 
following document summarises the key findings and recommendations from this survey. 

For more detailed analysis and for more information about how to make the matchday more 
accessible for this group, please see the CAFE report on access and inclusion for non-visibly 
disabled fans and fans with long-term health conditions or contact CAFE via email 
info@cafefootball.eu or by calling +44(0)208 065 5108. A word format and easy-to-read version
are also available.
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Survey respondents
277 people participated in the survey from 21 countries and 
representing 70 football clubs. *

75% of the participants were disabled people or people with long-
term health conditions.

25% were answering on behalf of someone else who was disabled 
or who had a long-term health condition, such as their partner or 
child.

90% respondents had attended a live match or sporting event.

98% of these had attended at least one match in the past 12 
months.

9 in 10 participants were football fans.

*Not everyone answered every question.
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Disabled people and people with long-term health conditions 
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Key findings

#TotalAccess | Access and inclusion for non-visibly disabled spectators and spectators with long-term health conditions



77

Attitudinal barriers and disability abuse

2 in 5 participants felt uncomfortable using 

accessible services.

72% of participants have had their eligibility to use 

accessible services questioned at a football match or 

elsewhere.

2 in 5 football fans have experienced or witnessed 

disability abuse at a football match or in the online 

football community. 

“People are very 
judgmental and 
stare, which 
makes my son 
highly anxious”

- Autistic 
person’s parent
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Advance information

66%
Would use an advance information guide before visiting a 
stadium.

42%
Would not buy a ticket without advance information 
about the view from their seat.
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Accessibility tickets and seating

Some non-visibly disabled fans and fans with long-term health conditions will require accessible 

seating, whilst others can or will prefer to use general access seating.  Many participants did not require 

minimal or no stepped access but did need to sit close to accessible amenities or to bring a 

complimentary companion. 

24% Indicated they were a wheelchair user or had limited mobility.

46% Would benefit from a wheelchair user space or minimal to no 
stepped access to their seat
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Security

3 in 5 football fans could face barriers when going 

through security, such as physical searches and bag 

allowances.

Two-thirds of football fans indicated they would use a 

designated security queue for disabled people and people 

with long-term health conditions.

“[Going through 
security] is by far the 
worst part of 
attending games” 

- Autistic fan with 
mental health issues
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Toilets
Non-visibly disabled fans will use all types of toilets in a 

stadium depending on their access requirements. For example, 

a person with a stoma might use a general access toilet until 

they need to use a wheelchair-accessible toilet to change their 

bag. 

Over 50% of participants would use a wheelchair-

accessible toilet, despite only 9% of participants indicating 

they used a wheelchair.

40% of respondents have experienced barriers using 

wheelchair-accessible toilets, such as ‘overhearing people 

asking why you were using a wheelchair accessible toilet when 

there [is] nothing wrong with you’ (neurodivergent person).

Barriers faced 
include:

• Unclean facilities
• Misuse of accessible 

toilets by non-
disabled fans

• Long queuing times
• Locked accessible 

toilets
• Being incorrectly 

challenged for using 
accessible toilets
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Buying food and drinks

50%
1 in 2 participants said they could face barriers buying food and drink 
in a stadium, such as queuing, being challenged for using priority 
queues at concessions and inaccessible menus.

Over half of respondents said that at-seat ordering could make 
buying food and drinks more accessible.

46% Thought ordering in advance could reduce barriers, such as worry 
that certain foods would be unavailable on the day.

33% Stated that Hawker systems where food and drinks could be 
purchased in-seat from roaming catering staff would make the 
experience more accessible. 
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Identification systems 

Identification systems can be used to signify to staff 

and stewards that fans may need extra support or 

to use accessible services. They are either worn by 

the person, as a lanyard, wristband, or badge, or 

carried by the person to be shown to stewards, 

such as an access passport or communication card. 

It is important that they do not replace staff training 

and should never be made compulsory for such 

supporters.

7 in 10 non-visibly disabled football fans and fans with long-term health conditions would use 

an identification system at a football match  to ‘make my invisible disability visible’ and to ‘stop 
embarrassing questions’ (neurodivergent person and person with a lung condition, respectively).
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Sensory viewing rooms, sensory packs, and sensory hours

40% Of respondent football fans would be interested in receiving a 
sensory pack.

Some football clubs provide complimentary sensory packs for their supporters which include items, 

usually club-branded, to support spectators to stay relaxed and regulate their sensory responses, such 

as fidget spinners, colouring books, ear defenders, and stress balls. They may also include items to 

support people to use accessible facilities, such as an identification system, or a map of the stadium.

20% Of football fans who took part in the survey would use a sensory 
viewing room.

Sensory viewing rooms can be essential for spectators who need to watch a match in a managed 

sensory environment. They help reduce the likelihood of sensory overload in the stadium bowl and 

provide a sensory experience which can be adapted match-by-match to the people using the room.
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Exiting the stadium

85% respondents could face barriers when exiting the 

stadium, such as queuing and crowding, or stewards denying 

them access to lifts. 

“Staff try and make you exit 
as quickly as possible, forcing 
you into crowds or to an exit 
you are not familiar with 
[which] creates huge 
anxieties.”

- Non-visibly disabled fan’s 
parent
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Disabled Supporters Associations (DSA)

Disabled Support Associations (DSA) are user-led groups of differently disabled fans who represent 

their own interests and the interests of other disabled supporters at their football club. The main aim of 

a DSA is to help create an accessible and welcoming environment at football clubs, enabling disabled 

people to take their rightful places alongside other fans.

40% Non-visibly disabled fans and fans with long-term health conditions 
did not know whether their club has a DSA.

39% Of respondents whose club had a DSA and were members.
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Key recommendations
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Key recommendations (1)

Train all stewards, security staff, catering staff and other club staff on supporting and communicating 

with non-visibly disabled fans and fans with long-term health conditions, not just those manning 

accessible services.

Educate other fans and stadium staff and stewards that ‘Not all disabilities are visible’ and explain 

why fans that do not ‘look’ disabled may need accessible facilities, such as wheelchair-accessible toilets 

or priority queues at concessions.

Create advance information about the entire matchday journey in multiple alternative formats, 

including information about security processes and policies, details of the accessible services available, 

such as whether wheelchair-accessible toilets will be locked with a Euro or RADAR key, and maps 

showing the stadium’s accessible facilities.
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Key recommendations (2)

Ensure fans can access and independently purchase suitable seating across the stadium by 

increasing the number of easily accessible seats available, allowing non-visibly disabled fans and fans 

with long-term health conditions to purchase tickets that include a complimentary companion in all 

ticketing categories.

Publish detailed advance information about each seat available, including the distance from 

accessible toilets, lifts and concessions.

Exceed minimum recommendations on the number of accessible and general access toilets to 

relieve queuing times and install bins, hooks and shelves in all types of toilets to support people to 

change and dispose of pads, stoma bags, and period products in a hygienic way.
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Key recommendations (3)

Provide alternatives to ordering at concessions, such as at-seat ordering or ordering in advance, 

communicate the contents of menus and allergen information to spectators in advance and clearly at 

concessions, create accessible menus, and allow disabled fans to bring their own food and drinks into 

the stadium.

Consult fans on their preferred design and types of identification systems, clearly communicate 

what wearing or using an identification system entails and never make identification systems for non-

visibly disabled fans and fans with long-term health conditions compulsory.

Install sensory viewing rooms in consultation with fans with sensory access requirements and 

continually ask for feedback from fans on the equipment provided and management of the room(s).
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Key recommendations (4)

Work with local disabled people’s organisations and fans 

with sensory access requirements to create age-appropriate 

sensory packs.

Adopt a flexible approach to fans waiting in their seats 

after a match to leave once the crowds have died down and 

train stewards that non-visibly disabled fans may also need 

to use lifts and accessible exits at egress

Support DSAs emphasise that they are for all differently 

disabled fans, actively recruit people with non-visible 

conditions, and target all fans, not just fans who buy 

Accessibility Tickets
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Conclusion
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Conclusion (1)

Whilst the survey findings have shown that non-visibly disabled fans can face a multitude of barriers, it 

is promising that many of the barriers faced can be alleviated by making low-cost changes and by 

consulting disabled supporters. 

Enhancing staff disability awareness training, providing detailed advance information, and allowing 

spectators to bring a complimentary companion or sit in close proximity to accessible facilities without 

using an Easy Access seat can make a significant difference to breaking down barriers and increasing 

match attendance. 

The CAFE survey of non-visibly disabled people and people with long-term health conditions is the first 

of its kind within stadium accessibility. The statistics gained from the survey are not intended to 

characterise all European spectators with non-visible disabilities or conditions but are used to offer an 

insight into the experiences of fans previously overlooked in access considerations.
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Conclusion (2)

As the awareness of non-visible disabilities and conditions grows and more facilities for such supporters 

are integrated into stadiums across Europe, CAFE will conduct further research with fans to develop a 

more detailed, representative picture. 

The key recommendations in this summary report demonstrate that improving access and inclusion is 

achievable and realistic across all levels of European football. It has been fantastic to see that many 

clubs are already considering the access requirements of their non-visibly disabled fans and fans with 

long-term health conditions. 

CAFE hopes that the survey findings will urge more clubs across Europe to commit to making their 

matchday experience accessible to all, allowing football to once again set best practice standards in 

accessibility.
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Conclusion (3)
To find out how these recommendations make the matchday journey more accessible and for more 

detailed analysis, please read the full CAFE report: Access and inclusion for non-visibly disabled 

spectators and spectators with long-term health conditions.

Other useful documents: 

• Access for All – the UEFA and CAFE Good Practice Guide to Creating an Accessible Stadium and 

Matchday Experience

• CAFE Sensory Viewing Rooms 

• CAFE Steps to Create Accessible and Inclusive Ticketing Processes
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