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Wheelchair Travel
Guide: At a Glance 
Purpose
The purpose of this educational resource is to
provide information on traveling with a wheelchair.
The focus will be on air travel, as this is the least
accessible form of transportation for wheelchair
users.    Traveling with a wheelchair can add
another level of stress on top of the baseline
stressors of traveling. Often, participating in
activities related to air travel are fear provoking for
families and individuals with mobility deficits. There
is no reason why people with disabilities need to be
excluded from participating in travel. 

This guide aims to decrease the fears surrounding
traveling with a wheelchair by informing readers
and providing tips and tricks. The hope is to
improve overall participation in this population. 
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Common Barriers &
Issues

1

2

WHY? 

02



3

4

Spirit 7.7%

JetBlue 6%

American 2%

Southwest 1.9%

United 1%

Delta 0.8%

Hawaiian 0.6%

KEEP READING FOR WAYS TO
OVERCOME THESE BARRIERS  
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Future Policy Change
What to look for in the future ... 
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Airline Passengers
with Disabilities Bill
of Rights 

The Right to Be Treated with Dignity and Respect.
The Right to Receive Information About Services
and Aircraft Capabilities and Limitations.
The Right to Receive Information in an Accessible
Format.
The Right to Accessible Airport Facilities.
The Right to Assistance at Airports.
The Right to Assistance on the Aircraft.
The Right to Travel with an Assistive Device or
Service Animal.
The Right to Receive Seating Accommodations.
The Right to Accessible Aircraft Features.
The Right to Resolution of a Disability-Related
Issue.

1.
2.

3.

4.
5.
6.
7.

8.
9.

10.

KNOW YOUR RIGHTS!
(FROM THE U.S. DEPT OF TRANSPORTATION)

For more information, head to:
https://www.transportation.gov/aircons

umer/disabilitybillofrights 
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https://www.transportation.gov/airconsumer/disabilitybillofrights


TRAVEL 
BY PLANE 

iStock/Washington Post Illustration



Booking Info
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After Booking

Accessible seating (removable
arm rests if you need to be
transferred)
Pre-boarding
Accessible bathrooms
Wheelchair
transportation/storage

ASK ABOUT: 
1.

2.
3.
4.
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SSR
Code

Description of Assistance

WCHR
Wheelchair assistance required;
passenger can walk short distance up or
down stairs

WCHS
Wheelchair assistance required;
passenger can walk short distance but no
stairs

WCHC
Wheelchair require; passenger cannot
walk any disatnce and will require the
aisle chair to board 

WCOB On-board aisle wheelchair requested (for
use during flight)

WCMP Passenger is traveling with a manual
wheelchair

WCBD Passenger is traveling with a dry cell
battery-powered wheelchair

WCBW Passenger is traveling with a wet cell
battery-powered wheelchair. 

Special Service Request Codes
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Airline-Specific Info
Contact info for major U.S. airlines

Airline Phone # Notes

United
1-800-

228-2744

Request assistance online or
over the phone; Includes
helpful online resources
including a "Will my WC fit on
the plane?" calculator

American
1-800-

237-7976

Request assistance online or
over the phone; Must call if
traveling with battery operated
mobility device 

Southwest
1-800-

435-9792

Request assistance online or
over the phone; Helpful FAQs
online, good resource 

Delta 
1-404-

209-3434

Request assistance online or
over the phone; See website for
helpful info

JetBlue
1-800-

538-2583
Contact (call the #) right after
booking to add an SSR

Alaska
1-800-

503-0100 

Request info online or over the
phone; Video resources on
website
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Pre-Airport
First, use this flowchart to determine where
your wheelchair will be stored. That will
determine the steps you need to take prior
to traveling. 
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Wheelchair storage
on the aircraft
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If your wheelchair needs to be
checked and stored as cargo ...  

Use this link or contact your airline for
the specific dimensions. 

 https://www.united.com
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https://wheelchairtravel.org/air-travel/airplane-cargo-hold-dimensions/


Delta Airlines
United Airlines
JetBlue
Alaska Air
Southwest Airlines
Hawaiian Airlines

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Click on each airline for
the link to their forms!

Airlines that have
pre-existing forms: 

Airlines that don’t have
pre-existing forms

American Airlines1.

 You should create your
own document or use
another airline's form

Wheelchair handling forms:
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https://www.delta.com/content/dam/delta-www/pdfs/Mobility-Device-Form.pdf
https://www.united.com/ual/en/us/fly/travel/accessibility-and-assistance/wheelchair-form.html
https://www.jetblue.com/magnoliapublic/dam/ui-assets/p/wheelchair-information.pdf
https://resource.alaskaair.net/-/media/Files/pdf/TZ-616?v=3
https://www.southwest.com/assets/pdfs/customer_service/Wheelchair-Mobility-Aid-Info-Form.pdf
https://www.southwest.com/assets/pdfs/customer_service/Wheelchair-Mobility-Aid-Info-Form.pdf
https://apps.hawaiianairlines.com/Resources/faq/pdf/HA_wheelchair_form.pdf
https://www.southwest.com/assets/pdfs/customer_service/Wheelchair-Mobility-Aid-Info-Form.pdf


Through the Airport

You may print out and fill in this TSA notification
card to make the process more efficient 15

https://www.tsa.gov/sites/default/files/disability_notification_card_508.pdf


Call 72 hours
prior to

traveling, or
fill out the

“Request for
TSA Cares

Assistance”
online.
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https://www.tsa.gov/contact-center/form/cares


Boarding
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Navigating the airplane

18



Deplaning 
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1

Wheelchair Safety
How to decrease the risk of damage 

Keep the wheelchair with you as long as
possible. For example, check it at the gate
instead of the check in counter. 

2 Store the wheelchair in the aircraft cabin if it’s
a manual wheelchair and is small enough to fit
in the on-board wheelchair closet (13in x 36in x
42in). 

3 Before booking, check to make sure the
wheelchair can fit through your airline’s
specific cargo door (see page 13). Wheelchairs
that can’t fit upright in the cargo compartment
can be loaded and stored on their side, but the
risk for damage is significantly higher.
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4

5

6
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7

The percentage of wheelchairs damaged
in July 2022 was 1.67%  

The fears and emotions surrounding
wheelchair damage are valid. It's scary

thinking about your way of mobility
being taken away. 

And, U.S.airlines are responsible
for the repair/replacement and
the accommodation of a loaner

chair. 
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Violations
What happens if your rights have
been violated?

After receiving the airline’s
response, file a complaint
with the DOT at this link.
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https://airconsumer.dot.gov/escomplaint/ConsumerForm.cfm


1

2

What happens if your
wheelchair is damaged? 

Document the evidence as soon as
possible by taking photos of the
damage.

Report it at your airline’s baggage service office to
a representative. If they can’t help you, ask to
speak to the Complaints Resolution Official (CRO).
They should be able to help you file a report. This
report should be filed immediately.

CROs are the airline’s expert on
disability-related issues in air travel. Each
airline is required to have at least one on

site or available by phone. 

Send a formal, written complaint to the airline after
you get back from your trip.

3

File a complaint with the DOT using the previously
mentioned link

4

Note: On domestic flights, airlines must fully
compensate passengers for loss or damage to

wheelchairs 24



ADDITIONAL
RESOURCES



Accesiblego.com 
A community based forum where you can
ask/answer questions about traveling 
Search for accessibility features and best rates
for over 6,000 hotels in over 125 US cities to
date
Within 48 hours of booking, they convey your
accessibility requirements to the hotel and alert
you immediately if there’s an issue.
City specific accessibility travel guides with
places to see, things to do, etc.

Wheel the World
Find and book accessible places to stay, things
to do and multi-day trips
More than 160 destinations worldwide
You can create a personalized profile with all of
your accessibility needs which is compared to
hotels’ information to present you with a
“personal accessibility match” for each hotel

Click on each title
for their link! 
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https://accessiblego.com/home
https://wheeltheworld.com/


WheelchairTravel.org
An accessible travel blog with information about
all things travel 
Wheelchair users’ guide to: airline travel, hotels,
traveling abroad, train travel
Accessible travel guides to the world’s most
accessible cities including: Paris, Hong Kong,
Dubai, and over 25 U.S. cities

Accessible Travel Club
A Facebook group with nearly 15,000 members
Discussion-based platform to ask questions,
share experiences and make connections

Curb Free with Cory Lee
An accessible travel blog sharing experiences as
a wheelchair user
Cory has traveled to all 7 continents and shares
his experiences of each place he goes
Some destinations include: Antartica, Morocco,
Costa Rica, Germany, Argentina and more! 
He also shares overall travel tips and interviews
from other wheelchair user travelers 
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https://wheelchairtravel.org/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/AccessibleTravelClub/


The Perfect Lift 
A lightweight and portable lift that allows for
easier, more comfortable transfers 
Great for traveling and recreational activities
(it's water resistant!)
A good option if you're uncomfortable with
airline wheelchair attendants personally
handling your body
Recommended by a couple of wheelchair user
travel blogs

European Union Accessibility 
Traveling into the EU? Click this link for a
summary of their air travel accessibility
requirements 
Similar to the ACAA in the U.S. 

U.S. Hotline for Air Travelers
with Disabilities 

The U.S. Department of Transportation has a
toll-free hotline for disability-related air travel
questions or problems
1-800-778-4838 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Eastern time,
Monday through Friday except federal holidays 
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https://www.theperfectlift.com/
https://www.theperfectlift.com/
https://wheelchairtravel.org/air-travel/european-union-disability-rights-air-travel/
https://wheelchairtravel.org/air-travel/european-union-disability-rights-air-travel/
https://www.transportation.gov/airconsumer/toll-free-hotline-air-travelers-disabilities
https://www.transportation.gov/airconsumer/toll-free-hotline-air-travelers-disabilities


References
1. Budd L, Ison S. Supporting the needs of special assistance (including PRM)
passengers: An international survey of disabled air passenger rights legislation.
Journal of Air Transport Management. 2020;87. doi:
10.1016/j.jairtraman.2020.101851.

2. Sampson H. More wheelchairs are being damaged on planes. travelers want action.
Washington Post. 2022.

3. Poria Y, Reichel A, Brandt Y. The flight experiences of people with disabilities: An
exploratory study. Journal of Travel Research. 2010;49(2):216-227. doi:
10.1177/0047287509336477.

4. Davies A, Christie N. An exploratory study of the experiences of wheelchair users as
aircraft passengers – implications for policy and practice. IATSS Research.
2017;41(2):89-93. doi: 10.1016/j.iatssr.2017.05.003.

5. Office of the Secretary at the Department of Transportation. Air travel by persons
who use wheelchairs; notice of public meeting. 2022.
https://www.transportation.gov/individuals/aviation-consumer-protection/air-travel-
consumer-reports.

6. Brumbaugh S. Travel patterns of American adults with disabilities. 2018.

7. Jette AM. Extending airline transportation accommodations to people with
disabilities. Phys Ther. 2021;101(10). doi: 10.1093/ptj/pzab217.

8. Morris J. Wheelchairtravel.org.

9. Aratani L. Proposed rule would improve airplane restroom access for the disabled.
The Washington Post. 2022.

10. The Office of Aviation CP. Air travel consumer report. 2022.
https://www.transportation.gov/individuals/aviation-consumer-protection/air-travel-
consumer-reports.

11. U.S. department of transportation announces proposed rule to improve
accessibility of lavatories on single-aisle aircraft. U.S. Dept of Transportation Web site.
Updated 2022.

29



12. Miceli S. Most airplanes could accommodate people to travel seated in a
personal wheelchair, but follow-on safety, feasibility assessments needed.
https://www.nationalacademies.org/news/2021/09/most-airplanes-could-
accommodate-people-to-travel-seated-in-a-personal-wheelchair-but-follow-on-
safety-feasibility-assessments-needed. Updated 2021.

13. Rodriquez C. The ultimate guide to air travel with a disability.
https://upgradedpoints.com/travel/air-travel-with-a-disability. Updated 2022.

14. The air carrier access act fact sheet. The Research and Training Center on
Promoting Interventions for Community Living. 2019.

15. Air travel with an assistive device. Department of Transportation. 2022.

16. 14 CFR part 382 - nondiscrimination on the basis of disability in air travel .
Code of Federal Regulations Web site. Updated 2022. Accessed 11/09/22.

17. Disabilities and medical conditions. Transportation Security Administration
Web site. https://www.tsa.gov/travel/special-procedures. Accessed Nov, 2022.

18. Morris A. Embarrassing, uncomfortable and risky: What flying is like for
passengers who use wheelchairs. New York Times. Aug 8, 2022. Available from:
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/08/travel/air-travel-wheelchair.html.

19. Lee C. 7 air travel tips for wheelchair users. The Points Guy Web site.
https://thepointsguy.com/guide/air-travel-tips-for-wheelchair-users/. Updated
2021. Accessed Nov 27, 2021.

20. Twardowski B, Twardowski J. Flying tips for wheelchair users, from wheelchair
users. The New York Times. Mar 8, 2019. Available from:
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/08/travel/flying-tips-for-wheelchair-users-
disabilities.html. Accessed Nov 27, 2022.

21. Air travel complaints. U.S. Department of Transportation Web site.
https://www.transportation.gov/airconsumer/complaint-process. Updated 2022.
Accessed Nov 28, 2022.

30


