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Executive Summary

Rural communities often have fewer resources and supports to cultivate recreation 
participation, making participation in recreation less accessible for citizens with 
low incomes. Such barriers highlight the important role rural recreation practi-
tioners have in terms of developing and delivering access provisions for these citi-
zens. The objectives of this study are as follows: 1) explore the access provisions 
recreation practitioners design and deliver to rural citizens with low incomes, and 
2) discuss the implications of the access provisions in relation to the rural con-
text and citizens with low incomes’ participation in recreation. This paper focuses 
on research conducted in 2019-2020 in Atlantic Canada. The data were collected 
through semi-structured interviews with 16 municipal recreation practitioners. 
Through the social ecological framework, the results revealed three access provi-
sions designed for and delivered to rural citizens with low incomes: 1) one-on-
one support for programmatic processes; 2) flexibility with financial policies and 
programs; and 3) building reach, relevancy, and capacity: the role of community 
partnerships. Based on these findings, this study addresses the benefits of these 
provisions in terms of supporting access to recreation for citizens with low in-
comes residing in rural communities. Considering the rural landscape, we recom-
mend access provisions in rural communities encompass more personal, flexible, 
and community approaches to support access to recreation for citizens of limited 
financial means. 
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Introduction
 Studies have shown that residents of rural communities who live in economic, 

material, and social deprivation also have limited access to recreation resources (Har-
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rington et al., 2017; Oncescu, 2014). Regional and local recreation stakeholders of 
these rural communities (e.g., municipal recreation departments, nonprofit and pri-
vate organizations, etc.) have developed recreation access provisions (i.e., programs, 
policies, and services) designed to improve citizens’ access to and participation in a 
variety of recreational opportunities (Oncescu & Fortune, 2022). While commonly 
established access provisions such as fee assistance programs (FAPs) and low- or no-
cost programs support limited-income citizens’ participation, they can be restrictive 
(Frisby et al., 2005) and can often provide insufficient support for associated costs such 
as transportation and child care (Scott & McCarville, 2008). Furthermore, it has been 
suggested that FAPs have limited utility in rural communities (Oncescu, 2021). The 
question then becomes, if FAPs are a common provision that support citizens with 
low incomes’ participation in recreation but have limited utility in rural communities, 
how can recreation for citizens with low incomes in these areas be made accessible? 
Are there other access provisions designed for and delivered in rural communities that 
provide more effective access than FAPs? 

With increasing income inequality in Canada, and the call to increase access and 
inclusion to recreation for marginalized populations (Interprovincial Sport and Rec-
reation Council [ISRC] & Canadian Parks and Recreation Association [CPRA], 2015), 
the efforts of practitioners working in the rural municipal recreation sector are pivotal 
for ensuring citizens with low incomes have access to recreation provisions. The body 
of sport, physical activity, and recreation literature focusing on the access, use, and im-
plications of rural recreation systems continues to grow (examples include, but are not 
limited to, Burk et al., 2015; Powers et al., 2019; Rich & Misener, 2020; Ulrich & Qin, 
2018); however, the area of municipal rural recreation and poverty receives limited 
scholarly attention. Thus, the purpose of this study is to explore municipal recreation 
practitioners’ access provisions targeted at citizens with low incomes in rural com-
munities. Drawing on data collected from municipal recreation practitioners in Atlan-
tic Canada, we use the social-ecological framework to discuss the different strategies 
practitioners employed to support access to recreation for citizens with low incomes 
residing in rural communities. 

Literature Review

Poverty and Recreation 
Poverty can be defined in many ways, primarily as the material and social depriva-

tion that prevents individuals, communities, and even entire societies, from reaching 
their full human and societal potential (Raphael & Raphael, 2011). Individuals living 
in poverty can experience issues with mental and physical health, self-esteem, and a 
sense of belonging (Cantor et al., 2022; Employment and Social Development, 2018). 
Additionally, “poverty limits social opportunities, such as participation in community 
life, recreation, education, and other social activities” (Oncescu & Neufeld, 2020, p. 3), 
which can affect an individual’s prospects for changing or advancing their life situa-
tion through networks and social supports that come from community engagement 
(Haudenhuyse, 2018; Mott, 2022). 

The social and economic inequities experienced by those living in poverty are 
known to detrimentally affect their ability to access the same amount and quality 
of recreation services as financially equipped individuals (Clark et al., 2019; Tirone, 
2003). Living in poverty complicates a person’s ability to participate in recreation ac-
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tivities. Grants that once supported and sustained organizations have dwindled, and in 
some cases, important supports for those living in poverty have disappeared (Clark et 
al., 2019; Tirone, 2003). To mitigate some of the challenges associated with recreation 
participation for individuals with low incomes, community practitioners across differ-
ent sectors of recreation introduced initiatives such as fee assistant programs (FAPs), 
equipment loan programs, and low-cost or free programming (Oncescu & Loewen, 
2020). These types of initiatives have been successful when creating access and oppor-
tunity for recreation participation for individuals with low incomes as well as foster-
ing involvement with the larger community whereby individuals can experience the 
personal and social benefits of recreation (McCarville, 2008; Tamminen et al., 2020). 
Tamminen et al. (2020) express that individuals with low incomes’ participation in 
recreation made possible through FAPs helps create a buffer to “the cyclical and inter-
generational dimension of poverty” (p. 15). 

While there are associated benefits with these initiatives to support recreation par-
ticipation for individuals with low incomes, there are also barriers. Individuals living in 
poverty often lack the tangible, monetary, and social resources needed for participation 
in recreation (McCarville, 2008; Oncescu & Loewen, 2020; Tamminen et al., 2020). 
Scott (2013) reported that impoverished citizens’ recreation participation is hindered 
by a lack of reliable transportation and proximity to recreation resources. These citi-
zens are also less likely to travel, spend money on recreation and leisure, or use publicly 
funded park and recreation resources due to financial and other constraints (Scott, 
2013). Further, Trussell and Mair (2010) reported that many impoverished citizens feel 
unwelcome when they enter a community facility or have experienced poor treatment 
by staff or other members of the community. Importantly, there is significant literature 
on how discriminatory attitudes, practices, and policies imposed by recreation provid-
ers inhibit individuals with low incomes from participating in recreational activities 
and opportunities (Collins & Kay, 2014; Goodwin & Peers; 2012; Kay, 2014). Recre-
ation research further indicates that discrimination based on age, class, race, ethnicity, 
language, religion, gender, sexual orientation, physical or mental ability, etc., continues 
to persist and prevent impoverished citizens from benefitting from recreation (BCR-
PA, 2022; Kingsley & Spencer-Cavaliere, 2015). Those seeking recreation participation 
through FAPs thus often face systemic, infrastructural, interpersonal, and procedural 
barriers (McCarville, 2008; Tamminen et al., 2020). Indeed, where FAPs provide finan-
cial support for participation, there are often limitations on the types and numbers of 
activities individuals can utilize through FAPs, resulting in inequitable access and op-
portunity (Holt et al., 2011; McCarville, 2008; Oncescu & Neufeld, 2020). Additionally, 
supplementary costs such as transportation, equipment, and tournament fees, etc., are 
not covered by FAPs, further affecting an individual’s involvement (Holt et al., 2011; 
Tamminen et al., 2020).

Rural Recreation
Limited scholarly literature on rural community recreation exists (Oncescu, 2014); 

however, what has been reported often described the benefits of recreation for com-
munities and the challenges to facilitating and delivering recreation provisions. Rec-
reation in rural communities can foster community resilience and support the social 
welfare and general community well-being of rural residents (Oncescu, 2016). Reid 
(2009) noted that rural recreation services promote civic engagement but also cultivate 
community connections while Rich et al. (2014) highlighted a connection between 
recreation resources and citizens’ connection to their place of residence. Recreation in 
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rural communities allows for the creation of social systems, gives a sense of belonging 
and community, and contributes to community pride and identity (Middleton, 2000). 
The opportunity to access and participate in recreation enables rural residents to foster 
and strengthen interpersonal relationships, which further contributes to a feeling of 
belonging and expanded social networks (Oncescu, 2014). The impact of recreation on 
rural communities can thus foster community cohesion and overall quality of life for 
individuals (Middleton, 2000).

Despite the role recreation plays in supporting rural community cohesion, im-
plementing and facilitating recreation can be challenging. Rural communities have a 
smaller tax base, considerably smaller community and recreation budgets, and a lim-
ited population from which to generate revenue, meaning finances for recreation are 
limited (Payne & Schaumleffel, 2008). These constraints make delivering recreation 
programs and services in rural communities costly as recreation development and its 
associated costs (e.g., annual expenditures and taxes, government borrowing, etc.) can 
potentially exceed the benefits of such development (Tribe, 2020). Rural communities 
also often have fewer developed and managed recreation resources and services and 
fewer paid staff (Burke et al., 2015; Moore et al., 2008). As a result, many rural commu-
nities rely on volunteer support for recreation facilitation. This, too, constrains deliver-
ing recreation programs and services, as community volunteers often lack appropriate 
skills and qualifications required to meet the needs of recreation services (Oncescu & 
Robertson, 2010). Further, due to fewer volunteers available to assist with recreation 
programs and services (often due to lack of new recruits), high levels of burnout are 
also reported (Oncescu & Robertson, 2010). Other obstacles include the limited avail-
ability and inadequacy of facilities. Considering these constraints, individuals in rural 
communities encounter greater travel time and transportation costs, meaning these 
individuals are often required to leave their communities to engage in recreation (On-
cescu, 2016; Oncescu & Robertson, 2010). Leaving their communities for recreation 
programs and services also reduces their sense of belonging and overall community 
cohesion (Oncescu & Robertson, 2010). 

Additionally, reduced recreation opportunities affect the health and well-being of 
rural individuals (Oncescu, 2014). Lack of infrastructure such as facilities, parks, trails, 
and a variety of programs along with numerous social issues preventing rural residents’ 
from participating in recreation such as unemployment and discrimination (Burk et 
al., 2015) diminish people’s feelings of wellness. Recreation services in rural communi-
ties are integral to engaging citizens in activity and the community and create a com-
mon space for individuals to come together and connect (Burk et al., 2015). 

Theoretical Framework
Poverty is a complex phenomenon and addressing access to recreation for citizens 

with low incomes requires multiple strategies and resources (Shannon et al., 2016). 
To articulate the ways in which practitioners supported access to recreation, we em-
ployed the social-ecological framework (SEF), which identifies individual behavior as 
influenced by physical, social, environmental, and legal environments (Henderson et 
al., 2001). We utilized McLeroy et al.’s (1988) SEF, which examines influences on in-
dividual behaviour through the following categories: intrapersonal (i.e., knowledge, 
attitudes, behaviour, motivation, constraints, skills), interpersonal (i.e., family, friends, 
teachers), institutional and organizational (i.e., nonprofit organizations, government 
departments), community (i.e., relationships among community-wide social networks, 
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organizations, and institutions; or geographical or political entities) and policy (i.e., lo-
cal, provincial, and national). These factors are not distinct but interrelated (McLeroy 
et al., 1988); for example, research has shown that citizens with low incomes can lack 
knowledge of FAPs, which limits their access to recreation (intrapersonal; Frisby et al., 
2005). Researchers have also found that practitioners’ top-down programming can be 
ineffective when developing inclusive and accessible provisions (institutional and orga-
nizational; Donnelly et al., 2002), while others have found financial access policies too 
restrictive and out of alignment with citizens with low incomes’ needs (institutional 
and organizational; Taylor & Frisby, 2010). Combined, SEF illuminates the various in-
fluential factors that can impact access to recreation for citizens with low incomes.

Researchers have utilized SEFs to examine physical activity and health promotion 
programs (Baker et al., 2020; Gut et al., 2022; Sallies et al., 2006) and more specifically, 
individuals with low incomes and leisure activity. For example, researchers have used 
it to examine physical activity participation among low-income youth (Casey et al., 
2009). SEF was also used to examine the benefits and challenges of youth sport par-
ticipation in relation to funding and policy contexts (Holt et al., 2011). Because SEF 
addresses how community social structures, including institutions and organizations, 
community relationships, and environments impact individual behaviour, we felt this 
framework saliently identified the strategies practitioners employed to support access 
to recreation for citizens with low incomes. SEF is an appropriate framework, but it 
has been argued that SEFs are too simplistic to adequately address and describe the 
complexity of interactions among the levels of influence in the framework (Burke et al., 
2009; Langille & Rodgers, 2012), making reporting on all levels of influence difficult. 
In this study, the data analysis suggested a strong relationship between intrapersonal, 
institutional and organization, community, and policy factors on access provisions for 
citizens with low incomes. Interpersonal factors were not discussed amongst practi-
tioners; therefore, we are only reporting on intrapersonal, institutional and organiza-
tional, community, and policy factors. Though an incomplete SEF model will be dis-
cussed, the data did not represent interpersonal factors of influence concerning access 
to recreation for citizens with low incomes. 

Methods

Study Context
The many definitions of rural are often derived from metrics such as population 

numbers and density, location related to urban centers, and the ability to commute 
(Rich & Misener, 2019). For this study, the following Statistics Canada definition of ru-
ral and small towns will be used: “population living outside the main commuting zone 
of larger urban centres (of 10,000 or more)” (du Plessis et al., 2011, p. 7). This definition 
provides context for recreation in many of the communities in this study.

This research is based on interviews conducted in 2019-2020 that focused on mu-
nicipal recreation’s access provisions targeted at citizens with low incomes. The research 
took place in two provinces in Atlantic Canada: Nova Scotia (NS) and New Brunswick 
(NB). Practitioners in both provinces were employed by their municipal governments 
to provide recreation services to their citizens. The roles and responsibilities of the 
municipal recreation sector in these provinces are like what Smale and Reid (2002) 
described: 1) facilities and open spaces, including overseeing and managing pools, 
arenas, community centres, sport fields and turfs, parks, and trails; 2) programs and 
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services directed at different demographics in the community; and 3) events, including 
overseeing and implementing festivals, cultural celebrations, sport tournaments, and 
other community pride events. 

Data Collection
Through purposeful sampling, we recruited municipal recreation practitioners in 

charge of designing and delivering recreation access provisions. We collected contact 
information located online through community websites and then emailed potential 
participants invitations describing the project. Interested participants then emailed 
their interest in the study and booked a day and time to participate in a semi-struc-
tured interview at a location of their choosing. Interviews lasted between 60 to 75 
minutes. Once university ethics were approved, we gathered informed consent from 
participants before starting data collection. Sample questions included: a) what does 
access to recreation mean to you?, b) can you describe the access provisions you pro-
vide citizens with low incomes?, and c) what challenges do citizens with low incomes 
experience when accessing recreation? All interviews were digitally recorded and tran-
scribed verbatim through a transcription service and compared to ensure accuracy and 
to highlight any discrepancies. We assigned participants pseudonyms, and all identify-
ing characteristics were removed. After each interview, we emailed a copy of the tran-
script, so participants could make any alterations, additions, or deletions and verify the 
transcript’s accuracy. 

Participants
Sixteen municipal recreation administrators and staff in charge of designing and 

delivering recreation access provisions were recruited to participate in the study. Eight 
participants were from NS, and eight were from NB. Positions varied amongst practi-
tioners: 13 were town recreation directors or managers, and three were activity coor-
dinators. Years of experience in the recreation sector varied among participants from 
three to 35, and they had worked in different types of communities, including 11 rural 
or small towns, three small urban centers, and three running recreation services for a 
region with several rural communities. Aside from gender and years of experience, no 
other characteristics (i.e., race or ethnic background, class, etc.) were disclosed. Partici-
pant details, including assigned pseudonyms, are noted in  Table 1. All the communi-
ties had poverty challenges, with total low income rates ranging between 10% to 33% 
(See Table 1) while Canada’s national overall poverty rate in 2020 was 6.4% (Statistics 
Canada Income Survey, 2020).

Data Analysis
We analyzed the data following Braun and Clark’s (2006) six-step thematic analy-

sis. Thematic analysis is an approach that identifies, organizes, and develops insights 
into patterns of meaning (i.e., themes, across a data set (Braun & Clark, 2006). We 
started analysis with step one, which was familiarizing ourselves with the data set 
through reading the transcripts and making notes of our thoughts and insights. The 
second step involved generating codes. Codes are terms that label features of the data 
set and act as building blocks to the analysis process (Braun & Clark, 2006). We coded 
data based on the literature, the framework, and the overall research question. For 
example, we generated codes labeled “individual support” and “guidance” that repre-
sented data associated with the intrapersonal factors of the social ecological model. For 
the third step, we searched for themes amongst the codes. Themes capture important 
information about the data in relation to the research question. This step involves re-
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viewing the coded data to identify areas that are similar and overlap, such as the codes 
labeled “individual support” and “guidance,” then merged them to generate a theme. 
The fourth step is reviewing potential themes, which involved going back and forth 
over the coded data to ensure the themes work in relation to the data set. Questions we 
asked ourselves to ensure the theme was appropriate included, is this a theme or only a 
code? What meaningful data do we have to support this theme? Once we felt confident 
the theme was robust, we moved onto the fifth step: defining and naming the theme. 
The codes’ individual support and guidance, for example, were then clustered into the 

Table 1
Participant Pseudonyms and Community Descriptions

 

 13 

 
Participant 
Pseudonyms 

Position Years in Recreation  Town/Region 
Population 

Total Low-Income 
Rate  

Rick Town Recreation 
Director 

15 941 20% 

Blaine Town Recreation 
Director 

30 9,223 10% 

Cody Town Recreation 
Director 

10 1,604 21% 

Carsen Director of Parks 
and Recreation 

15 11,659 22% 

Debbie Town Recreation 
Director 

23 18,245 9% 

Gord Town Recreation 
Director 

33 4,964 12% 

Mindy Town Recreation 
Director 

6 4,174 8% 

Mike Manager of Events 
and Programs 

6 4,282 19% 

Alan Parks and 
Recreation 
Administrator 

14 1,743 19% 

Chris Town Recreation 
Director 

9 10,310 19% 

Nancy Town Recreation 
Director 

30 7,899 12% 

Tilly Active Living 
Coordinator 

3 9,413 32% 

*Val Recreation and 
Active Living 
Coordinator 

11 18,197  20% 

*Bert Recreation Director 35 17,323 33% 

*Christy Active Living 
Manager 

14 17,323 33% 

Rose Recreation Director 17 6,200 19% 

*Served a region versus a single community 
 

Data analysis 

Note: *Served a region versus a single community
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theme we called “one-on-one support” for programmatic processes. This theme rep-
resents the different ways in which practitioners provided support directly to citizens 
to help build their capacity to process registration forms and grant applications. The 
last step was writing the report, or in this case, drafting the story about the data based 
on our research question. This included a descriptive narrative of our four themes we 
have connected to the literature and the theoretical framework while answering the 
overarching research question and addressing the study’s purpose. 

An important component of qualitative research is ensuring trustworthiness. Part 
of that process means being reflexive of our positions as researchers. All of us are cis-
gender, White, female researchers with academic and community development work 
experience in recreation in rural communities. We choose this project because of our 
inherent interest in poverty, recreation, and rural communities but also because of 
our passion for supporting research in rural communities. We recognize our experi-
ences with rural recreation and working in community practice and academia provide 
a unique lens through which we see the data. The other steps we took to ensure trust-
worthiness included member checking and providing participants with copies of the 
transcript to add, delete, or modify their interview content. We also conducted peer 
debriefing with colleagues not involved in the study, specifically in relation to the find-
ings. Lastly, we contextualized the study by providing a detailed thick description of 
the methods, participants, community population, analysis, and findings.  

Results
Through the lens of the social ecological model, we developed three themes that 

articulate what practitioners implemented to support access to recreation for citizens 
with low incomes: 1) one-on-one support for programmatic processes; 2) flexibility 
with financial policies and programs; and 3) building reach, relevancy, and capacity: 
the role of community partnerships. 

One-on-One Support for Programmatic Processes
Knowledge (intrapersonal) is an influential factor that can affect citizens’ ability to 

access funding and registration processes. In this study, practitioners provided one-on-
one support to increase knowledge specific to the programmatic processes of accessing 
financial aid and registering for programs. Though not all practitioners involved in the 
study offered one-on-one support with programmatic processes, several did to support 
citizens’ access to funding or programming opportunities, such as helping citizens lo-
cate the information required for FAP applications. 

Because residents are often unaware of funding opportunities, Cody helps with 
FAP applications. When residents “outright ask for support, our first step is to print 
an application or to show them where to go to Pro Kids, because I know the funding 
that’s [available].” 

Chris spent time with families to understand their needs and interests to help 
them with fee assistance applications: 

Our approach is a little bit different where we intentionally spend a little bit 
more time with families. It’s kind of a come in and just talk to us to tell us 
your situation, and we’re going to do whatever we can do to help you [afford 
recreation]. It might be [our subsidy program], it might be KidSport,1 it might 

1KidSport and Jumpstart are national organizations in Canada that fund recreation and/or sport for low-income chil-
dren and youth.
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be Jumpstart, or it might be a donation from somebody in the community. We 
really stress having our [FAP] coordinator Cosset meet with the families and 
do everything that she can do. 

Ensuring his department fully supported families was important to Chris, particu-
larly because the process for applying for funding can be challenging for citizens with 
low incomes. 

So it sounds easy to say, ‘We have an online application, just go fill it out.’ 
There are so many people that can’t do that. They don’t have the Internet. Most 
people have cell phones, but that’s not the easiest way to try and do that type 
of paperwork. So there’s all those issues. There are literacy issues, there are 
people that don’t have the computer skills, or there are people that don’t have 
the time. There are many reasons why that might not be possible.

Low literacy levels and limited access to the Internet were noted by practitioners 
as challenges for those applying for FAPs or registering for programs. To support such 
citizens, Rick would fill out the FAP application form:

If you have no access to a computer, which is another issue that you don’t 
think of. Some people have no ability to read or write…. So they came in and 
sit down in our chair [in the recreation office]. I would then get their informa-
tion, and I fill it [FAP application] in, and I do [submit] the application for 
them. 

Similarly, Rose had her staff help citizens fill out and submit the FAP paperwork:
 
Yeah, and then when it comes to providing for funding support, we have be-
tween Jump Start, KidSport and then our own [fund program]. We just take 
their [individual] information and then we fill out the paperwork for them 
and then hand it in [to the funding agency].

Beyond FAP application support, some practitioners helped with program reg-
istration. Rose ensured her department worked directly with citizens to help them 
through the registration process. She understood that citizens can register for pro-
grams in several ways, but citizens with low incomes may find accessing the necessary 
resources to register problematic: 

We do have a number of ways that people can actually register, so everything 
for us right now is online, but whenever we advertise that it is online, we al-
ways say “just give us a call.” So people can just call and we will register you 
and take all of your information because [people] don’t have access to a com-
puter or it’s too much of a barrier to actually come into the space, or they’re 
nervous, whatever that is. We do have people that still come in, but even when 
they’re in, we sit down with them, and we have an iPad available. We can walk 
them through or register them right there, but I really prefer people call or 
come in because then we can then say like what exactly are you looking for 
because most folks don’t even know everything that we have to offer. 
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Developing one-on-one support for accessing funding or registering for programs 
highlights practitioners’ efforts to influence citizens’ knowledge (intrapersonal) that 
addresses barriers preventing access to participation. Specifically, printing applica-
tions, guiding individuals to FAP websites, or taking citizens through the funding or 
registration process were intentionally provided to support the citizens’ knowledge of 
programmatic processes. 

Flexibility with Financial Programs and Policies
The design and delivery of municipal recreation programs and policies (organi-

zation and policy factors) can be influential factors that impact access to recreation 
for citizens with low incomes. In this study, we found several practitioners designed 
and implemented their own “in-house” FAPs because third-party FAPs (i.e., Kidsport, 
Jumpstart) had program and policy limitations that prevented access to participation. 
For example, many third-party FAPs are limited to a certain age category, typically 
children and youth, and have limitations in terms of year-round funding programs. In 
Bert’s region, they developed a funding program but ensured it was for citizens of all 
ages and that the fund could be accessed year-round, which was unique compared to 
existing third party FAPs. Bert explained:

We created a fund called the Active [Community name] Fund. So if you are 
any age you can apply to have your fees taken care of up to a maximum of 
$150. It’s very similar to Jumpstart with the exception that it’s for any age. It 
also gives another opportunity [multiple activities in the year] in our com-
munity, you can only apply to Jumpstart once a year and KidSport once a year. 
So if you’ve done day camp and you’ve done baseball, well, sorry, you can’t do 
anything else the rest of the year. So this [fund] provides another opportunity 
as long as you meet the income criteria—generally, because we have flexibility 
internally that we approve it—you could participate in one more activity.

Practitioners who had designed their own FAPs often highlighted how these dif-
fered from existing FAPs, such as KidSport. Chris, who has designed a FAP within 
his department, considers their FAP to be the most impactful access provision they 
provide that directly supports low income children and youth. Chris felt an important 
feature of his FAP program was it funded more than sport programs:

So it [FAP] essentially provides funding, support, and equipment for kids to 
get them actively involved in things. One of the really nice things I like about 
our [FAP] is that it is different than KidSport and Jumpstart. It [FAP] isn’t 
sports specific.

Practitioners also designed flexibility into the FAP policies, specifically expanding 
the eligibility criteria. Instead of using the low-income cut-off line (LICO), an objective 
measurement tool often used in Canada to determine a low-income threshold based 
on number of individuals in the household, location, and income (Statistics Canada, 
2021), practitioners created flexible eligibility criteria. In some cases, when an appli-
cant did not meet the low-income status via the LICO, practitioners who managed 
their own FAPs would discuss certain family circumstances. For example, practitioners 
described how they would approve the application if a family is going through a dif-
ficult time. Chris explained: 
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I think every week we [staff] have a discussion about a particular family in 
a situation. For example, if we have a family that don’t meet the low-income 
threshold, but there’s all these other circumstances that includes: mom losing 
a job, dad getting injured, or separation. So technically, they might not meet 
the criteria, but this is a family in need, right? For example, a parent that 
maybe had a good income, but in the last year just went through a divorce or 
a car accident or cancer…. So it’s all those other kinds of situations. In that 
time of need, for that family, that’s when we want to be there to say, “Here’s a 
little extra support. We know you need it.” 
	
Similarly, for Nancy’s department, when applicants did not meet the LICO criteria 

of third-party FAPs, they had a “pot of money” to fill in the gaps for funding, specifi-
cally for children and youth. Nancy stated, “If they don’t fit the qualifications of Jump-
start or KidSport, we will look at that and say, ‘We want this child to be able to play,’ So 
we’ll subsidize [the child].”

Outside of FAPs, some practitioners created flexible policies concerning payment 
options for all programs offered in their department. Rose, for example, designed a 
pay-what-you-can policy for registered programs. This policy was available for citizens 
of all ages:

It means that we have pay-what-you-can options available for all of our pro-
grams. It means that we’ve created a funding application that doesn’t require 
that you prove that you are low income. It is specifically for adults and/or par-
ents if they want that directly for their kids. We’ve tried different things in the 
past. For example, we had let’s say a model where pay-what-you-can for camp 
or there’s a payment [plan], or if you don’t have any money, don’t worry about 
it; we’ll get you in. And the one that seems to be … sticking is to say give us 
a call and we’ll talk to you about what’s possible and what’s not. If someone’s 
asking for funding, we will find a way to get you into whatever if you want.

Like Rose, Bert designed a pay-what-you-can model for a senior’s program his 
department delivered: 

It’s [senior’s program] a suggest fee of $5 or pay what you can. So if they can 
only pay 10 cents, then that’s what they pay. In essence, it is a free program. 
Most of the people that participate in those programs can probably afford the 
five dollars, but we still have a pay-what-you-can [model]. 

Building flexibility into the departments’ programs and policies (organization 
and policy factors) were key influential factors for increasing recreation access. Prac-
titioners expanded the age range to include all citizens and increased the number of 
funding opportunities per year. Lastly, practitioners created flexible policies in terms 
of eligibility criteria for their “in house” FAPs and offered “pay-what-you-can” models 
for registered programs.  
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Building Reach, Relevancy and Capacity: The Role of Community Part-
nerships
Reach

Access to recreation for citizens with low incomes can be influenced by commu-
nity networks and social networks (community factor), including partnerships and 
collaborations between municipal departments and other institutions and community 
organizations. In this study, we found that practitioners deliberately worked toward  
creating access to recreation for citizens with low incomes through partnering with 
existing community organizations. For example, some practitioners discounted rec-
reation passes for school programs and community clubs. Christy described how she 
worked with community partners to reach children in low-income households: 

Well, more recently now, we work with the School Plus Program. They 
reached out to us; they have kids through their program that need access [to 
recreation]. But, back a few years ago, we did a lot of work with Community 
Services; they would purchase passes and we charge them half price in the 
beginning for a pass to give out to the families that they felt needed it and 
would use the facility. Then after that, and for a couple of years, we kind of just 
gave them like a dozen passes a year and said, “Give them to who you think 
need them.” We also, for the last three or four years, worked with the Local 
Lions Club. They would buy punch passes to the pool and we would charge 
half price for them, and they would give them to children or even adults in the 
community that they felt needed them and would use them.

Practitioners also intentionally spoke to different community organizations that 
support citizens with low incomes to help facilitate access to recreation provisions. 
Rose discussed her citizen’s-model approach, which prioritizes access to services 
through existing community organizations:

So for us, what that looks like is that we’ve created a number of different citi-
zen models so that people have options on how to access services that are out 
there [in the community]. So whether it’s working directly with organization 
to service individuals who are low income and providing those organizations 
with, for example, pool passes or arena passes, or making sure that there is 
equipment available at each of those places [community organization and/or 
neighbourhood parks] for folks to use or having private tours of facilities for 
a group [community organizations or citizens].
 

Relevancy
Building relationships with community organizations not only helped practitio-

ners reach citizens, but it enhanced their programs’ relevancy. For example, commu-
nity partners played a role in designing and evaluating access provisions. When Rose 
developed a “recreation-for-all” policy, she invited community organizations that spe-
cifically serve citizens with low incomes to participate. She explained:

So our recreation-for-all policy that we have, where we specifically target 
those folks and organizations to provide feedback. Also, in the assessment 
[of recreation provisions] that we just did, part of the reaching out, we actu-
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ally targeted different communities and organizations to make sure that their 
voice was heard, and that is what developed the framework for the needs as-
sessment. 

Intention lay behind these partnerships; Christy spent time educating community 
partners on programs and services she felt would be relevant to their clients: 

… we’ll bring our services [to the organization] and explain them [and any] 
new programs or ideas that we have, and then it’ll spark with them, “Oh, well, 
we have a kid that that’s perfect for.” And also, our partnership with Senior 
Safety, she’s able to see what we’re doing, and she can directly talk to the se-
niors. And also, with our Mental Health Department in the hospital, we pro-
vide information to them on what we’re doing and the mental health nurse 
as she’s meeting these people can prescribe or talk to people about joining 
different services that we have [in the community].

Capacity
Through community partnerships, practitioners not only enhanced the relevancy 

of their programs for citizens with low incomes, but they also increased recreation 
resource capacity in the community. When Bert was approached by a community or-
ganization that wanted to provide programming to citizens with low incomes, he dis-
counted access to the facility or space being requested. “… the women’s centre came 
to talk to us and said, ‘we’d really like to do cooking classes for low income,’ so we 
provided the space and that’s really all we did for them.” 

Practitioners were also able to develop county-wide FAPs through partnering with 
municipal councils who, not having their own recreation departments, sent their resi-
dents to recreation facilities and programs across the different municipalities. Alan, a 
recreation director in a rural community, manages a FAP that extends to residents 
beyond his community because of the partnerships with surrounding municipalities: 
“[Our FAPs] … is actually [a] county-wide program. So it involves all municipalities 
[in the county], which is five councils…. We have a committee along with some other 
group representatives.”

Similarly, Carson partnered with a larger neighbouring municipality to financially 
contribute to their FAP program and enhance capacity for staff and support for citizens 
with low incomes. He stated, “Now there’s a staff person because we partner with the 
city, and we give them money and then there’s a person who looks after it [FAP].” 

Partnerships were also developed with local sport organizations. In several com-
munities, practitioners’ FAPs strategically worked with youth sport organizations to 
donate space in their programs for low income children and youth. Chris said: 

I think one of the really nice partnerships that we have with our [FAP] is our 
community organizations. It could be anything from the soccer association, 
local dance studio, yacht club, or the playhouse with a theater camp. So our 
[FAP] provides financial assistance, but they [sport and recreation organiza-
tions] also want people in their programs. So they will frequently provide 
space [to low income children and youth] as well. Every season, they may 
offer three or four free spots to families that need it. Or, if our [FAP] is willing 
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to contribute 50% of the funds, the community organization might provide 
the other 50% to match it. 

Community as a factor of influence to increase access to recreation is evident 
through how practitioners reached out to create partnerships and relationships with 
existing programs and clubs. These partnerships also supported the relevancy of the 
programs and services provided by the department, specifically as they related to citi-
zens with low incomes’ recreation needs. Lastly, capacity was enhanced because of the 
network of community organizations municipal departments worked with—as a re-
sult, creating more opportunities for programs to support citizens with low incomes. 

Discussion

One-on-One Support for Programmatic Processes
Increasing citizens’ knowledge and helping them fill out registration paperwork 

and FAP applications are examples of intrapersonal factors of influence applied by 
some of the practitioners in this study. Practitioners cited how citizens with low in-
comes experience constraints to these programmatic processes as they often lack ac-
cess to adequate Internet, are unaware of the application or registration processes, or 
have literacy challenges. Though these common barriers to recreation were previously 
reported in the literature (Frisby et al., 2005; Oncescu & Loewen, 2020), it is important 
to highlight that the one-on-one support practitioners provided can initiate building 
relationships with citizens often marginalized from recreation due to lack of income. 
It has been suggested that efficiency and accountability practices, such as online reg-
istration and requiring proof of income, can deter citizens with low incomes from ac-
cessing recreation supports because the process is degrading and stigmatizing (Reid, 
2004). Developing access provisions that build connections among citizens to educate 
and support the programmatic process may help buffer such stigmatizing experiences. 
However, this type of support in rural communities can nevertheless be challenging. 
Reid et al. (2010) noted that rural citizens experiencing poverty will often reluctantly 
leave rural communities to escape the stigma of poverty for urban ones where ano-
nymity can be achieved with services and programs. Privacy is a concern in small com-
munities where everyone knows everyone (Little et al., 2005); some citizens may re-
sist asking for financial support as it requires disclosing their financial circumstances, 
perhaps to individuals they know personally, which could provoke feelings of shame. 
Regardless, establishing one-on-one support to reduce barriers associated with lack of 
knowledge, literacy, and resources is important for increasing access to recreation op-
portunities. Providing such services with empathy and understanding will be key for 
reducing the stigma attached to asking for help.  

Flexibility with Financial Programs and Policies
Organizations’ programs and policies are factors of influence in the SEF and in 

this study were evident within the financial programs and policies designed and de-
livered by practitioners. Despite the benefit third-party FAPs provide citizens with low 
incomes (Clark et al., 2019; Holt et al., 2011), FAPs may contain elements that can 
delimit or exclude citizen access. For example, many third-party FAPs are limited to 
eligible activities (i.e., organized and leader-led sport or recreation programs), have 
age restrictions, cover only partial costs of participation, and come with rigid criteria 
(Frisby et al., 2005; Oncescu, 2020). However, in this study, several practitioners cre-
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ated “in-house” FAPs to make citizens with low incomes of all ages eligible for fee 
assistance and activities funded throughout the year. These “in-house” FAP programs 
were also designed to fund activities with allied providers beyond sport, such as arts 
and theatre organizations. Furthermore, practitioners created flexible payment options 
for programs and services, such as pay-what-you-can models and expanded FAP eli-
gibility criteria to cultivate access to financial resources that support participation in 
recreation. 

These program and policy strategies are important for increasing access to recre-
ation and sport in rural communities as national and provincial sport and recreation 
programs and policies do not always align with the realities of facilitating sport and 
recreation in rural communities. In the context of sport policy in Canada, Rich and 
Misener (2019) found that policies associated with community sport development ex-
cluded rural communities, specifically that sport systems do not always align with the 
“needs, values, and identities of rural sport groups (p.1016). Further, the authors found 
the sport development framework was built on the assumption that a large pool of 
participants would populate recreational and competitive sport programs, which was 
not always the case in rural communities. Similarly, Oncescu (2021) argued that third-
party FAPs (i.e., Jumpstart or Kidsport) can disadvantage rural citizens because their 
communities may not offer or have limited eligible sport and recreation programs due 
to smaller populations, ultimately limiting choices for citizens with low incomes’ par-
ticipation in subsidized programs. Therefore, offering “in-house funding” programs 
that specifically target programs and services within rural communities, along with 
third-party FAPs, creates more funding opportunities to support participation in rec-
reation and sport across communities and can create more satisfying experiences as 
citizens can choose in what activities they participate. 

While developing “in-house” FAPs is important for cultivating more choice in 
recreation participation, providing flexibility through pay-what-you-can models also 
gives citizens more control and choice over their recreation needs, potentially increas-
ing access as citizens determine how much financial support they need. In part, flex-
ibility in funding programs and policies is critical when designing access provisions, 
especially for citizens with low incomes in rural communities.

Building Reach, Relevancy and Capacity: The Role of Community Part-
nerships

Related to SEF’s community factor of influence are the relationships amongst com-
munity organizations. In this study, practitioners collaborated with existing communi-
ty organizations and institutions to both reach and support citizens with low incomes 
and to design relevant programs and build capacity within existing organizations to 
create more accessible recreation provisions. Partnering with existing community net-
works is important because bridging recreation resources and supports to citizens with 
low incomes can be challenging (Oncescu & Neufeld, 2020), and rural communities 
can have limited recreation resources and personnel (Moore et al., 2008), which create 
barriers to adequately supporting citizens with low incomes. In this study, practitioners 
used their organizations to pass along recreation supports and discounts, enhancing 
their ability to reach citizens with low incomes. The practitioners’ intentional work 
to communicate their relevant programs and services to citizens with low incomes is 
noteworthy; it inspired the development of additionally relevant programs and policies 
for addressing access and inclusion to recreation. These efforts not only educated allied 
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practitioners on recreation provisions but increased the programs and policies’ efficacy 
for citizens with low incomes. Researchers have suggested that bottom-up program-
ming and policy development approaches are more effective when designing access 
provisions for citizens with low incomes (Ponic & Frisby, 2010). Because rural com-
munities often lack adequate recreation resources and services (Moore et al., 2008), 
which complicates designing effective access provisions, building capacity within exist-
ing community organizations to help bridge recreation resources to citizens with low 
incomes is beneficial. Practitioners are best able to build more effective and supportive 
provisions when working closely with front line providers and educating community 
organizations on recreation access provisions that bridge citizens with low incomes to 
access provisions that will support their recreation participation. Ultimately, we sug-
gest that when designing access provisions, practitioners consider how they can reach 
and be relevant to existing community organizations that serve and support citizens 
with low incomes. 

Management Implications
To support access to recreation, practitioners in this study enhanced citizens’ 

knowledge of FAPs and processes, developed flexible programs and payment policies, 
and worked across community networks to build community capacity. Building on 
these findings, we suggest that practitioners in rural communities also take into con-
sideration the social, cultural, and geographic elements unique to rural communities 
to create sustainable and relevant access provisions. For example, rural communities 
have access to outdoor recreation landscapes and assets that can be utilized within 
FAPs. Designing FAPs to cater to rural activities such as camping, hiking, and fish-
ing would invite access to readily available activities, especially relevant for communi-
ties without traditional sport or recreation programs required for third-party FAPs. 
Such FAPs could be co-created with nontraditional sectors, such as provincial park 
departments, or not-for-profit outdoor organizations (i.e., fishing or hiking associa-
tions). Furthermore, developing financial programs or policies that cover the costs of 
transportation for organized recreation and sports requiring travel would make FAPs 
relevant resources for rural low-income parents needing to transport their children to 
activities outside town limits. We also recommend practitioners build relationships 
with allied stakeholders (i.e., family resource centres, libraries, or cultural centres) who 
work directly with citizens with low incomes. Educating stakeholders on recreation 
provisions by providing input into the developed access provisions will help programs 
and services better reach citizens with low incomes. Furthermore, co-creating recre-
ation access provisions with allied stakeholders can build resource capacity to support 
the relevancy of recreation in buffering the negative effects that can come with living 
in poverty. For example, practitioners could meet with allied organizations to discuss 
how the recreation department could support (i.e., develop specific programs, services, 
or policies, etc.) the work they do that directly impacts citizens with low incomes. Most 
importantly, we want to encourage practitioners to think beyond reducing participa-
tion costs and into building relationships with citizens with low incomes. Poverty is the 
root of social exclusion; building relationships invites citizens to feel seen, heard, and 
understood and can create pathways through social capital and networks to recreation 
that other provisions cannot. 
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Conclusion
Though addressing access to recreation for rural citizens with low incomes is a 

complex issue, this study illuminated how practitioners supported access to recreation 
through, intrapersonal, organization, community, and policy factors. These findings 
are important to highlight given the popular use of FAPs as a mechanism to create 
access. While FAPs are important, other approaches and multi-level factors of influ-
ence are required to tackle the complexity of poverty and recreation access, particu-
larly important for rural regions bearing diverse settings, cultures, and assets. Similar 
to Rich and Misener’s (2019) critique of sport policy in rural communities, we would 
encourage rural municipal practitioners and policy makers to consider developing rec-
reation access provisions that respect the geographic, social, and cultural diversity of 
rural Canada, recognizing each region is unique. 

This study comes with limitations. First, this study is a snapshot of the municipal 
recreation sector in one region of Canada. Different mandates and objectives that in-
fluence what access provisions are designed and how they are administered depending 
on the region and cultural approach towards access and inclusion affect the findings. 
Second, the limited research on rural recreation and poverty challenged the scope of 
discussion within the rural setting. Third, interpersonal factors of influence were not 
evident in the findings and not discussed, so the SEF model in its entirety was not ap-
plied. Lastly, there could be self-selection bias, meaning participants involved in the 
study may be more interested in discussing access and inclusion leaving perspectives 
of those less interested not represented. Future research could explore other access 
provisions beyond those targeted at citizens with low incomes as well as examine other 
strategies from the non-profit sector (i.e., family resource centres) that support access 
to recreation in rural regions. Further, intersectionality would be an appropriate lens 
through which to examine rural poverty and how class, gender, race, and ethnicity 
intersect and influence access to recreation in rural communities. Additionally, iden-
tifying how citizens with low incomes navigate community recreation provisions or 
facilitate participation in recreation and other unstructured leisure in rural environ-
ments is warranted. 
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Executive Summary

Raising consciousness about the ethics of inclusive leisure services is a way to 
help leisure service providers act ethically. Identification of ethical principles for 
supporting inclusive leisure services is intended to increase practitioner awareness 
and subsequent actions across public, nonprofit, and private contexts. Despite 
the multiple dangers of unethical applications of various activities associated 
with leisure, few professional papers have analyzed ethical issues pertaining to 
leisure. Consequently, leisure service participants and professionals need help 
identifying principles to address ethical situations. This paper proposes twelve 
ethical principles for inclusive leisure practices and policies that cluster into three 
categories: universal, that apply to all human beings, social that pertain to modern 
society, and professional that focus on leisure service providers. 

We propose five universal ethical principles for promoting inclusive leisure. 
One such ethical principle establishes that leisure is a primary good. A second 
is a respect for human dignity by acknowledging and facilitating the freedom to 
pursue one’s view of the good life. A third is that social justice requires individuals 
to access basic goods and services to realize valued lives. Everyone has the right to 
self-determination is a fourth principle. The fifth universal principle is that power 
is pervasive. 

The next set of ethical principles is specific to modern pluralistic societies. 
These principles include intersecting identities being commonplace, continuums 
unavoidable, inclusion good, and diversity enriching. The final set of ethical 
principles relates to leisure service providers. These principles include that people: 
identify responsibilities arising from their social positions, base inclusive leisure 
services on social justice, and consider perspectives different from their own. 

In conclusion, we address practical implications for each of the principles to 
assist practitioners in creating conditions conducive to providing ethical leisure 
services. Also, to evaluate leisure services, practitioners determine people’s 
perceptions of their participation to help assess if participants experienced leisure 
or encountered barriers that prevented them from doing so. A contribution of this 
paper is to encourage moral behaviors guided by ethical principles that facilitate 
the provision of inclusive leisure services.
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Ethical belief systems of individuals influence their wellbeing and leisure 
experiences (Creighton-Smith et al., 2017). Unfortunately, some leisure service 
professionals have shown scarce interest in analyzing ethical issues (Bouwer & van 
Leeuwen, 2017; Clarke, 1995; Lovelock, 2017). Given challenges to the ethical use 
of various activities associated with leisure, including virtual reality (e.g., Ramirez 
& LaBarge, 2018), video games (e.g., Heimo et al., 2018), and social media (e.g., 
Rojek, 2017), it is paramount to consider principles that encourage participants and 
practitioners to address ethics of leisure services (Liljeblad, 2015). 

For this paper, we support the critical approach articulated by Dattilo and Lopez 
Frias (2021). By drawing on neo-Aristotelian ethics’ emphasis on intrinsicality, these 
authors critique modern lifestyles and values and identify alternatives that help people 
lead better lives. Therefore, we describe leisure as an intrinsically valuable subjective 
and ethical state of being (Gary, 2017), which connects to the pursuit and realization 
of the good life (Blackshaw, 2010) associated with authenticity (Kjølsrød, 2019), self-
determination (Holba, 2007), meaningfulness (Layland et al., 2018; Porter et al., 2010), 
and positivity (Jo, 2019). Leisure creates a sense of identity (Bouwer & Van Leeuwen, 
2017) that intertwines with flourishing (Spracklen, 2009). 

Son (2018) purported that unequal access to many leisure pursuits produces 
injustices for those encountering oppression.  Factors such as class, gender, nationality, 
and race connect with histories of domination and control, often restricting individual 
and group choices (Spracklen, 2015). However, some contexts associated with leisure, 
for example, storytelling (Fortune & McKeown, 2016) and swing dancing (Wallace & 
Alt, 2001), can serve as venues to resist oppression (e.g., Theriault, 2019) and promote 
social justice (Yuen & Fortune, 2019). For instance, Wallace and Alt (2001) described 
that under the authoritarian Nazi regime, youth participated in the Hamburg Swings 
subculture using various recreational activities (e.g., dancing, listening to music) to 
reject a model of youthfulness associated with oppressive fascism and construct an 
alternative identity. Given this possibility of engaging in leisure that resists oppression, 
Schultz and McKeown (2018) recommended offering leisure services with “a justice 
bent” (p. 225). 

Because leisure services deal in human interactions and stewardship of cultural 
and natural resources, leisure contexts pose ethical challenges (McLean, 2017). Such 
challenges include the potential negative implications of posting photographs on 
social media (Cox et al., 2008) or participating in dangerous recreation activities, 
such as extreme sports (Olivier, 2006). However, although practitioners can improve 
their ability to deal with ethical issues (McLean & Yoder, 2005), they may encounter 
difficulties accessing adequate conceptual tools due to the dearth of articles identifying 
ethical principles to assist them in providing inclusive leisure services (cf., Lopez Frias 
& Dattilo, 2021). 

Although inclusive leisure is often considered separately from social justice 
(Allison, 2000; Bocarro & Stodolska, 2013), Lopez Frias and Dattilo (2020) 
recommended considering them jointly and acknowledging the myriad of ways these 
concepts intertwine. In this vein, social justice is the foundation for inclusive leisure 
services. Inclusive leisure services must address the needs, desires, and capabilities 
of people who encounter difficulties in achieving leisure experiences and accessing 
leisure opportunities. Furthermore, inclusive leisure is especially valuable for members 
of oppressed and marginalized groups, such as older adults and those having low 
incomes (Franke & Simonson, 2018), people of color (Smart, 2019), members of the 
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LGBTQ+ community (Looy, 2018), and individuals with disabilities (Devine & Parr, 
2008). Lopez Frias and Dattilo (2020) suggest that to practice inclusion:

 
leisure scholars and service providers respect each person and, consequently, 
contribute to instilling within every individual a sense of dignity by under-
standing their right to pursue the kind of life they value; thus, working to 
achieve social justice. By using social justice as the foundation, inclusive lei-
sure scholars and service providers offer resources that contribute to leisure 
engagement and empower participants to lead the kind of lives they value. 
(p. 272)

This paper proposes ethical principles for inclusive leisure practices and policies 
that can be applied across service contexts (e.g., public, nonprofit, and private). We 
first examine the nature of ethics and types of ethical principles. Next, we identify 
foundational principles to help practitioners deliver inclusive leisure services (Fortune 
& McKeown, 2019) in which all can access resources needed to pursue and realize their 
conceptions of the good (Cohen-Gewerc, 2017). 

What is Ethics, and What Types of Ethical Principles 

Are There?
Scholars (e.g., Haidt & Kesebir, 2010) explain that morality refers to reliance on 

principles to guide daily actions. Ethics alludes to reflection on rules of behavior or 
conduct based on ideas of what is morally good or bad and right or wrong (Collins et 
al., 2017). Thus, whereas morality addresses daily life decision-making functions, ethics 
addresses reflective functions helping to determine ways people ought to conduct their 
lives (Sylvester, 1987). 

Reflecting on approaches to leisure and their importance in life helps to revise 
and reformulate views about leisure. For instance, individuals replace instrumental 
intentions toward leisure, as they identify an activity as a means to an end (i.e., we 
go hiking to avoid an urban environment), with autotelic reflections involving a view 
that an activity is an end or purpose in itself (i.e., we go hiking to enjoy navigating 
beautiful natural spaces and experience leisure) (Lopez Frias & Gimeno Monfort, 
2019). Likewise, society influences principles that continually regulate behaviors and 
reflections on morality (e.g., Marin-Lopez et al., 2019). Communities and social groups 
provide moral tools (e.g., religious codes, civic principles) and moralities (McKay & 
Whitehouse, 2015). By becoming active members of those groups, people influence, 
mainly through reflection, different moralities (Garside et al., 2019).  

Moral principles have to do with pursuing happiness (or goodness) and justice 
(or fairness) (Berger, 2020). In turn, ethics involves reflecting on principles that help 
determine the best way for individuals to live well and for group members to coexist 
peacefully. Thus, ethical reflection encompasses a range of components of human action 
(Garside et al., 2019). Acting ethically means treating others and the environment with 
respect and without harm (Sacks, 2002). It also means developing one’s character to 
flourish; becoming the best person one can be. Ethics allows humans to act rightly 
(with respect to others) and virtuously (concerning one’s life). 

Ethical analyses vary depending on their degree of specificity. Apel (1990) 
differentiates between macro-ethical (obligations to all humans and the environment), 
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meso-ethical (professional duties resulting from the division of labor), and micro-
ethical levels (attachments to small social groups and associations). Thus, we identify 
the following types of ethical principles to guide reflection on moral principles. 
Universal ethical principles apply to all humans and contexts. Specific ethical principles 
are contextual, resulting from functioning within certain communities (ranging from 
a family to modern society). Some contextual ethical principles apply to individuals 
living in modern societies (social principles), while others apply to individuals who 
serve a specific social role in such societies (professional principles). 

What are Ethical Principles that Can Guide 
Inclusive Leisure Services?

Although the National Recreation and Parks Association (n.d.) provides helpful 
guidelines for developing inclusion policies, specific ethical principles on which to base 
inclusive leisure services have not been articulated. Therefore, we propose 12 ethical 
principles for inclusive leisure clustered into three categories (see Table 1). Five of them 
are universal, four specific to modern pluralistic societies, and three explicitly for the 
profession of leisure services. 

Table 1
Ethical Principles Associated with Inclusive Leisure Services

Universal
Leisure is a primary good. 
Social justice requires access to primary goods. 
Self-determination is a right. 
Respect is necessary. 
Power is pervasive. 

Social
Identities differ and intersect. 
Continuums exist. 
Inclusion is good.  
Diversity enriches. 

Professional
With authority comes responsibility. 
Social justice is the basis for inclusive leisure services. 
Perspectives differ. 

Universal Ethical Principles for all Humans
Universalism, as it applies to ethics, implies that some ethical principles pertain 

to all humans regardless of characteristics or conditions. A universalist framework 
communicates the importance of addressing people’s collective ethical responsibilities 
to apply the same standards to everyone. 
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Principle #1 (Universal): Leisure is a Primary Good
Leisure moves individuals beyond having free time or participating in recreation 

activities to an experience involving the pursuit and realization of the good life 
(Morgan, 2006); thus, it is an intrinsically valuable subjective state of being (Gary, 2017), 
connected to flourishing and happiness (Bouwer & Van Leeuwen, 2017). Happiness is 
an emotional or psychological state contributing to a sense of wellbeing critical to living 
a healthy life of contentment and involves positive feelings resulting in life satisfaction 
(Seligman, 2002). People engage in virtuous behaviors to flourish, moving them beyond 
self-interest to embody intrinsically good human traits (MacIntyre, 1999). By engaging 
in leisure, individuals are likely to flourish (Wise, 2018) since they express talents, 
demonstrate capabilities, achieve their potential, and experience positive emotions 
conducive to creating authenticity (Kelly, 1987). Authenticity includes having an active 
role in shaping values, beliefs, thoughts, and desires and acting in accordance with 
them, despite external pressures (Taylor, 2008). Being authentic involves pursuing 
goals and adhering to values as well as reflecting critically on life to discover how to be 
genuine (Park, 1999). Engaging in leisure contributes to authenticity (Kjølsrød, 2019) 
by developing capacities that connect to self-determination (Bradford & Sterling, 2009) 
and cooperation that facilitates connections (Holba, 2007). 

Given leisure’s role in pursuing better lives, leisure is a primary good, including 
universally desirable and valuable experiences, opportunities, or rights (Beatty & 
Tolbert, 2013). Although Rawls (1997) contended that primary goods include basic 
liberties such as freedom and wellbeing, he did not identify leisure as a primary good. 
However, given that leisure has a complex intimate relationship with freedom (e.g., 
Kelly, 2019) and leisure is also tied to wellbeing (Isham et al., 2019), there is support 
for leisure as a primary good. Skidelsky and Skidelsky (2012) regarded leisure as a 
primary, or basic, good that is universal, final, and indispensable; the authors reject the 
instrumentality of leisure since leisure exists with the absence of compulsion resulting 
in an experience done for its own sake rather than as a means to an end.

Implications
Because primary goods allow people to form just societies in which members can 

pursue and realize their conception of the good (Rawls, 1997), a strong case can be 
made for practitioners to facilitate leisure that is a primary good. Extending Rawls’ 
framework, Nussbaum (2013) identified central capabilities, including playing and 
enjoying recreational activities that practitioners can provide. 

Since leisure experiences encompass numerous positive qualities previously 
described, such as authenticity, self-determination, meaningfulness, positivity, a 
sense of identity, and flourishing, practitioners must create conditions conducive 
for participants to experience leisure. Also, to evaluate leisure services, practitioners 
determine people’s perceptions of their participation to help assess if participants 
experienced leisure or encountered barriers that prevented them from doing so.

Principle #2 (Universal): Social Justice Requires Access to Primary Goods
A just society is a cooperative, well-functioning enterprise in which everyone 

can access primary goods needed to pursue and realize conceptions of the good 
(Cohen-Gewerc, 2017). Social justice influences multiple social levels (e.g., family, 
neighborhood, state), as enjoyment of goods and opportunities vary depending on 
the social group to which one belongs. Such levels include access to basic economic, 
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political, health, education, cultural, and leisure goods and services. When concerned 
with social justice, one considers what is just for oneself and the social whole by 
working to understand human interactions. Social justice is based on the premise that 
each individual has similarities and that each person varies in the resources they need 
to function. 

Implications
Social justice includes the analysis of distributing core goods and opportunities; 

people need access to primary goods, including leisure (Allison, 2000). For example, 
Scott and colleagues. (2018) explored cultural pursuits as an aspect of leisure facilitated 
by practitioners, through the lens of social justice, based on the capabilities approach 
(Nussbaum, 2013) for considering the value of culture in conceptions of a good life. 
They conclude that using the lens of social justice based on the capabilities approach 
creates a valuable conceptual space and a normative basis for establishing the intrinsic 
value of culture. 

To create access to leisure, practitioners provide equitable services that include 
disseminating support each person needs to experience leisure. Consequently, to 
experience leisure, some people require more resources than others (Legg & Karner, 
2021). For example, leisure service providers hire personnel who can facilitate 
communication with participants who are recent immigrants not yet proficient in 
English or those participants with hearing impairments.

Principle #3 (Universal): Self-Determination is a Right
Self-determination involves having control over one’s life in valued areas, making 

decisions without interference, and having freedom to live as one chooses (Ntoumanis 
et al., 2021). With its strong connection to perceptions of freedom for personal 
expression, leisure is an ideal context for meeting self-determination needs (Teschers, 
2017). In experiencing self-determination, individuals exert control over what happens 
and when, where, and with whom it occurs (Deci & Ryan, 2004). Three psychological 
needs for growth and personal wellbeing influence self-determination: (a) autonomy 
with feelings of being volitional, having a choice, and demonstrating responsibility; 
(b) competence with feelings of empowerment and the ability to achieve goals; and (c) 
relatedness with feelings that significant others understand the unique experiences, 
care for, and value individuals (Deci & Ryan, 2012). These psychological needs are 
favorably associated with positive wellbeing indicators, such as life satisfaction, positive 
affect, and vitality, and negatively associated with negative wellbeing indicators, such as 
depression and apathy (Tang et al., 2020).

Implications
The sense of self-determination intertwines with leisure experiences; consequently, 

there is value in practitioners providing opportunities for participants to experience 
self-determination associated with leisure, encountering environments conducive to 
developing intrinsic motivation, perceiving manageable leisure challenges, and having 
opportunities to invest their attention so optimal experiences and enjoyment are 
abundant in their lives (Dattilo et al., 1998). 

To foster participants’ perception of competence, practitioners create comfortable 
environments to develop skills that contribute to participants’ sense of competence by 
comparing their performance to their previous efforts and focusing on incremental 
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improvements to foster their self-efficacy rather than emphasizing social comparisons 
(Li, 2019). Also, providing leisure education that teaches knowledge and skills to 
expand their leisure repertoire allows participants to optimize their engagement when 
various conditions and situations change (Dattilo et al., 2022). A way to promote 
autonomy is to provide participants with meaningful choices, ensuring they have 
the means to communicate their choices and respond to their preferences promptly 
(Rajaraman et al., 2023). Finally, identifying participation as the goal of leisure services 
helps practitioners to create opportunities for participants to develop connections with 
others, creating a common bond of engagement and meeting the needs of relatedness 
(Jepson et al., 2019).

Principle #4 (Universal): Respect is Necessary
Oppression is a major obstacle to promoting justice, occurring when people exert 

excessive and unjust authority, with recipients encountering injustice repeatedly, thus, 
undermining their chances to pursue their views of the good (Cudd, 2006). Given 
that oppression forces people down to a lower position economically, politically, and 
culturally to the benefit of those experiencing privileges and hinders opportunities to 
achieve the kinds of goods necessary for living well, an antidote to oppression is to 
respect each person’s notion of the good life (Beatty & Torbert, 2013).

Implications
To respect participants, practitioners regard their “views and interests as worthy of 

consideration, as things not to be ignored or trampled on” (Skidelsky & Skidelsky, 2013, 
p. 158). When practitioners consider the common bond of humanity and demonstrate 
respect for everyone, they create opportunities for participants to experience leisure 
and flourish. Therefore, as practitioners encounter participants, staff, and community 
members, they focus primarily on the commonalities they share with others by 
discussing similar interests, leisure pursuits, and background experiences. By focusing 
on similarities, practitioners create an atmosphere of “we” rather than “us” and “them,” 
increasing the demonstration of respect. As these bonds occur, differences can be 
celebrated and identified to create interest and expand understanding (Ordabayeva & 
Fernandes, 2017). 

Principle #5 (Universal): Power is Pervasive
Oppression results from power relationships in society. Power involves actions 

occurring in situations in which individuals can choose as they engage in discourse 
associated with social relationships (Foucault, 2010). Some power relations result in 
people experiencing choices contributing to their wellbeing as other people’s choices 
become constrained (Bourdieu, 1977). Because power can be subtle, individuals might 
not perceive power relations and be unaware of their advantages (Mulvey, 2000). Since 
power exists, it infuses other possible barriers creating a major obstacle for people 
to experience leisure. Leisure connects to demonstrating social class, race, ability, 
and other characteristics that create human hierarchies reflecting power differences 
(Glover, 2017).

Implications
Allen (1998) identified power relationships restricting leisure access as instances 

of power-over. There is value in practitioners recognizing that the framing of leisure by 
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dominant groups and their creation of practices and institutions around leisure help 
perpetuate their dominance (Bradbury, 2013). Leisure, however, can also be a context 
to resist power individually and collectively when it creates opportunities for those 
experiencing oppression to express themselves meaningfully (Green, 1998). 

As practitioners provide opportunities for leisure, participants who experience 
marginalization may experience more perceived freedom and resist domination 
(Radway, 1991). For example, Yuen and Fortune (2019) highlighted the liberating 
experience of women incarcerated who participated in a community arts project that 
created a situation for them to collectively work toward social justice, combat social 
stigma, and call on community members to acknowledge their responsibility in 
supporting their community reintegration.

Specific Ethical Principles for Modern Society
Although numerous characteristics are associated with modern society, two 

primary characteristics are pluralism and globalization (Berger, 2014). A pluralistic 
society is a diverse public comprising groups of different ethnic, religious, political, or 
other dissimilar backgrounds in which such groups coexist and cooperate based on the 
belief that these differing backgrounds shape how people think about themselves, how 
they view others, and how others view them (Stewart et al., 2020). Pluralism results from 
modern societies that protect and promote the right to self-realization and, therefore, 
is grounded in freedom (Ferrara, 2019). Because practitioners function within a 
pluralistic society, they must create conditions encouraging diverse individuals to find 
meaning and enjoyment to collectively experience leisure and develop connections 
while maintaining valued identities and a sense of uniqueness (Veal, 1998). An aspect 
of globalization involves recognizing individuals’ inexorable interdependence and 
connections with others worldwide and considering perspectives that might differ 
from those in their culture (Moyo, 2018). 

Principle #6 (Social): Identities Differ and Intersect
Values and ethics influence people’s identities and associated actions. An authentic 

combination of characteristics gives each person individuality, distinguishing one 
person from others; consequently, thinking about others based on a single characteristic 
is a global problem (Adichie, 2013). Identity occurs through the intersection of many 
characteristics, including abilities, age, gender, race, ethnicity, and class, to create the 
authentic being individuals want to be and the ways others perceive them (Velez & 
Spencer, 2018). Humans are complex, and the sense of identity comes from numerous 
combinations of characteristics, including leisure interests and patterns (e.g., Nguyen, 
2016). 

Implications
Watson and Scraton (2013) recommended practitioners think intersectionally as 

a way to analyze multi-layered leisure to address the dynamic interplay of individual 
expression and social relations within which leisure occurs, providing a way to engage 
with difference more meaningfully than simple recognition of plurality and diversity. 
Using intersectionality helps practitioners identify that oppression relates to having 
various characteristics that are stigmatized differently (e.g., race, gender); these 
characteristics work together to influence perceptions of power with such intersections 
resulting in the promotion of powerlessness and social inequality (Crenshaw, 1990). 
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Intersectionality describes overlapping social identities and associated oppression and 
domination that promote discrimination (Collins & Bilge, 2020). 

For example, intersectionality recognizes how ableism intersects with racism, 
religious intolerance and homophobia, and, as a result, multiplies the chances of 
oppression when attempting to experience leisure. Consequently, a woman who is 
Black, identifies as transgendered, and uses a wheelchair for mobility may encounter 
extensive challenges in experiencing leisure because of the intersection of various 
characteristics associated with oppression. Practitioners work to create a welcoming 
environment and make accommodations so that all participants experience a sense of 
belonging and feel connected with others (Spaaij, 2015).

Principle #7 (Social): Continuums Exist
People in modern society tend to think in dichotomies, which can help organize 

thoughts when comparing and contrasting ideas (Prout, 2011). However, dichotomies 
promote a belief in dualism, creating divisions and placing ideas and people into 
opposing or contrasting positions (Foucault, 1982). Such dualistic beliefs produce 
categories of us versus them rather than developing a sense that each individual is 
a member of humanity existing in various forms (Yuval-Davis, 2010). Dichotomies 
are often deceptive since they simplify complicated concepts, making it difficult to 
understand the interconnections of these complex ideas. The creation of dichotomies 
can lead to polarization as individuals choose to support one end of a continuum 
culminating in irreconcilable differences between others choosing the opposite position 
(Rosenblum & Travis, 2016). Scholars also identify false dichotomies associated with 
leisure. For example, Beatty and Tolbert (2003) stipulated that leisure is best understood 
when it is not identified as dichotomous and antithetical to work. In addition, Coalter 
(1998) described the negative implications of the dichotomy between public/active and 
commercial/passive leisure. 

Rather than thinking dualistically, practitioners must consider that continuums 
often exist. By thinking beyond simple dichotomies and incorporating the existence 
of continuums, practitioners begin to consider various perspectives and relationships 
among multiple perspectives. When acknowledging the existence of continuums and 
various perspectives, practitioners have a more complex understanding of human 
interactions and relationships (Fox, 2006).

 
Implications

To avoid thinking solely in dichotomies and consider the complexities of leisure, 
practitioners can think critically and constructively and decide what to believe and 
how to incorporate their beliefs into authentic identities (Williams & Schwarz, 2021). 
Critical thinking helps challenge barriers to leisure that result in discrimination and 
encourages practitioners to be fair and reasonable, which creates a firm ground on which 
to build identities (Dill & Zambrana, 2020). When thinking critically, practitioners 
inquire about information accuracy and legitimacy; they then are responsible for 
engaging in constructive thinking to improve initial efforts (Arce-Trigatti, 2020). 

When thinking constructively, practitioners identify solutions to problems that 
help to empower citizens and communities to solve challenges (Colby et al., 2003). 
Although it is helpful to analyze and critique information, offering alternative ways to be 
inclusive is also valuable. In this way, practitioners use critical thinking to deconstruct 
beliefs and practices that oppress people and use constructive thinking to establish 
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beliefs and practices demonstrating respect, promoting equity, and creating inclusion. 
Professionals benefit from using critical and constructive thinking to improve their 
ability to identify complexities and continuums of concepts, promoting discovery and 
creation of innovative ways to foster inclusive leisure.

For example, Watkins and Bond (2006) identified participants in their study who 
experienced leisure meanings in qualitatively different ways and interpreted them as 
a continuum of learned experiences. Therefore, practitioners consider that because 
people engage in leisure pursuits to achieve the complex experience of fulfillment and 
other purposes, such as escaping pressure, exercising choice, and passing time, they 
may prefer certain recreation activities over others to achieve different experiential 
goals. Also, Shen and Yarnal (2010) advocated for greater theoretical attention to the 
interconnectedness and continuity of often dichotomized concepts of serious and casual 
leisure. A group of women who completed an online survey about their engagement 
in informal social leisure identified 13 dimensions of a continuum of casual to serious 
leisure, ranging from the effort to self-actualization to socialization and fun (Shen & 
Yarnal, 2010). Practitioners should understand participants’ desires and motivations 
associated with participation so that they can facilitate engagement in pursuits that 
meet these complex needs.

Principle #8 (Social): Inclusion is Good
Frisby and Ponic (2013) identified that social inclusion creates just and equitable 

systems that facilitate people’s choices to engage in various experiences, ultimately 
contributing to their quality of life. Goodin (1996) connected this view of inclusion as 
being good to previous negative experiences of exclusion in which people were restricted 
from engaging in activities that contribute to their wellbeing. Inclusive leisure involves 
facilitating and promoting leisure and determines how leisure can help individuals 
achieve what they need to lead the lives they value (Goodin, 1996). Accordingly, 
inclusive leisure ties to social justice because it addresses the need for recognition at 
different social levels. For example, citizens of a country receive recognition primarily 
in the form of rights granted to them. Also, as members of specific communities, 
including a sport club or a volunteer team, individuals receive recognition in the form 
of social esteem (Lopez Frias & Dattilo, 2020).

Implications
The National Recreation and Parks Association (2018) launched Parks for 

Inclusion to improve access to health and wellness activities in parks based on the 
notion that inclusion is good. Inclusion promotes valuing differences by recognizing 
that each person contributes to society (Trussell, 2018). Two broad considerations are 
associated with the delivery of inclusive services. One aspect involves practitioners 
making accommodations to address the unique needs of people, enabling them to 
participate, learn, acquire skills, and feel confident. The other consists of creating 
welcoming contexts in which all participants have fun, make choices, realize their 
conception of the good, and contribute to inclusive situations. 

Principle #9 (Social): Diversity Enriches
Embracing people so they feel welcome is a moral obligation in pluralistic societies 

facilitated by equity, transformations, cooperation, solidarity, and knowledge evolution 
(UNESCO, 2022); moreover, diversity enriches the world. Within this paper, diversity 
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refers to human variety, such as ability, ethnicity, socioeconomics, and age, creating 
a spectrum of human similarities and differences. People value diversity when they 
accept and respect differences; thus, they must work to create a culture affirming 
diversity (Sparkman, 2019). In doing so, practitioners recognize differences in access 
to power and resources (e.g., Braddock, 2021). 

A continuum reflects how to address diversity with intolerance located at one end, 
tolerance toward the middle, and embracement at the other. Intolerance of difference 
includes prejudice and bigotry involving unwillingness or refusal to accept people 
different from the person or group in power, thus, threatening the social cohesion 
of pluralistic societies (Zick et al., 2011). Intolerance damages society and harms the 
dignity, safety, and wellbeing of those encountering this malicious discrimination (e.g., 
Santos et al., 2018). Openness and comfort with difference and ambiguity promote 
tolerance within leisure contexts (DeLisle, 2011). Often, tolerance is defined as the 
deliberate act of refraining from disapproval, censure, or violence against the beliefs 
of another, despite disagreement with those beliefs; this definition narrowly identifies 
tolerance as the absence of negative behaviors and infers people doing the tolerating 
are in positions of superiority (Langerak, 1994). This notion of tolerance is inconsistent 
with inclusion because inclusion recognizes that individuals value each other, no one 
is superior, and social acceptance and meaningful relationships are vital (e.g., Little et 
al., 2020). 

Implications
A more useful approach than tolerating others is to embrace them to facilitate 

their leisure (Burls & Caan, 2004). Embracement includes practitioners committing 
to recognizing, respecting, and negotiating differences while accepting the belief that 
humans are diverse and that everyone should have the right to experience leisure 
(Dattilo, 2021). Burls and Caan (2004) encourage practitioners to facilitate contexts 
where participants can come together and share a common identity. For example, 
practitioners motivate all participants in their martial arts classes to embrace concepts 
of self-direction and protection and to collectively adopt those principles as a part of 
their identity. In addition, practitioners work to connect participants with the wider 
community by participating in community demonstrations and educational events 
and welcoming visitors to their classes and exhibitions.

Ethical Principles for Leisure Service Providers
Leisure and ethics are inextricably connected (Bouwer & van Leeuwen, 2017), with 

ethics influencing leisure choices and behaviors (Creighton-Smith et al., 2017). Because 
the omission of ethical considerations in contemporary leisure models is problematic 
(Ellis & Rossman, 2008), addressing ethical dimensions of social relationships to 
understand better the connections between wellbeing and leisure is crucial (Fullagar & 
Brown, 2003). To respond to Lovelock’s (2017) challenge to ask whether leisure service 
providers are creating an ethical foundation for the future, we include this final group 
of ethical principles.

Principle #10 (Professional): With Authority Comes Responsibility
When people are in social positions of authority, they can exert control and 

accomplish a task that influences others and their actions; because of such authority, 
they are privileged (Bruch & Soss, 2018). Humans experience privilege by enjoying 
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resources and advantages that others do not (Mowatt, 2020). With privileges associated 
with being a leisure service professional comes the responsibility to understand 
opportunities of privilege and practice compassion, empathy, and allyship. Therefore, 
Hutchinson and Samdall (2013) encouraged reflection to deconstruct biases to promote 
delivering more ethical leisure services critically. Responsibility exists when actions are 
within people’s control (Berdinesen, 2017). 

Implications
Professionals’ ethical responsibility involves treating people fairly, justly, equitably, 

and impartially, thus, avoiding oppression (Schwandt, 2018). Given this responsibility, 
practitioners commit to being an ally to people experiencing oppression through such 
means as civic engagement (Gallant et al., 2010). Rosenblum and Travis (2016) urged 
practitioners to learn about being an ally by asking them to identify helpful actions and 
become educated about the history and experiences of people experiencing stigma.

 
Principle #11 (Professional): Social Justice is the Basis for Inclusive Leisure Services

To achieve social justice, people develop social systems that provide individuals 
with the resources and opportunities they need to lead a good life, including a sense 
of belonging (e.g., Coates, 2019). Social justice requires facilitating equitable access 
and distribution of resources in a context where people feel safe and secure (e.g., Abu-
Ras et al., 2018). Equity, the principle of focusing on fairness, impartiality, and justice 
in how people treat each other, is critical in providing inclusive leisure services (e.g., 
Crompton & Wicks, 1988). 

Grounding inclusive leisure services in principles of social justice helps 
practitioners avoid pushing people experiencing oppression into the mainstream. 
Therefore, Joseph and Kriger (2021) suggested that to decolonize leisure services often 
originating from Eurocentric philosophies, practitioners must acknowledge the power 
relations sustained by white, patriarchal, ableist, and capitalist systems. A social justice 
framework determines ways leisure empowers people to lead lives they value; thus, 
practitioners focus on widening the stream of resources and opportunities to include 
social justice criteria in inclusive leisure services (Theriault, 2019).

 
Implications

Inclusive leisure services based on social justice contain support and flexibility 
to provide leisure choices for everyone (Devine, 2021). Since such experiences 
contribute to happiness and flourishing (VanderWeele, 2017), practitioners commit 
to equity, social justice, and promoting dignity to restrict oppression and promote 
leisure (Fortune & McKeown, 2019). To facilitate dignity, practitioners create dignity-
affirming interactions supporting self-respect and positive meaningful relationships 
(Boyd & Goodwin, 2019). Practitioners practicing social justice consider people’s 
needs and circumstances to develop a sense of fairness influencing equitable access 
and distribution of goods and services (Burchardt & Craig, 2008). In this way, citizens 
achieve a common good, namely developing cooperative, well-functioning enterprises 
in which they have what they need to lead good lives (Allison, 2000).
 
Principle #12 (Service Providers): Perspectives Differ

Because people living in diverse situations consider different aspects of an 
experience to be valuable, practitioners must attend to ways cultural contexts and 
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associated lifestyles connect with leisure (Veal, 2001). Given the multi-dimensional, 
transitory, and multi-phased nature of leisure (Lee et al., 1994), understanding that 
various perspectives exist is valuable when facilitating leisure for a diverse clientele.

 
Implications

When practitioners consider perspectives other than their own, they increase their 
understanding of the world (Rosling et al., 2018) and improve service delivery. When 
recognizing the importance of international and cultural perspectives on leisure, 
practitioners realize their individual perspective is limited and could restrict leisure for 
others; recognition of the narrowness of perspectives and services increases awareness 
of the need to broaden perspectives to improve understanding of global contexts in 
which leisure occurs (Iwasaki, 2008). 

Conclusion
A way to help practitioners act inclusively is to bring ethics to the forefront of 

thinking about services since there is an intimate relationship between leisure and 
ethics (Jo, 2019). As practitioners act, a helpful litmus test for determining if they did 
the right thing is to consider ethical principles that support inclusive leisure based on 
social justice. Colby et al. (2003) suggested that as practitioners reflect on and work to 
embody ethical principles and communicate these to constituents, there is a collective 
realization that we are members of a larger social fabric as we consider social problems 
to be, at least, partially our responsibility. Thus, practitioners become more willing to 
notice the ethical and moral dimensions associated with various societal issues. Such 
a realization encourages moral behaviors that are guided by ethical principles, such as 
those described in this paper, and facilitates the provision of inclusive leisure services. 
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Executive Summary

Leisure involves people engaging in structured and unstructured activities in commu-
nity settings. Despite the myriad benefits of leisure participation, some people do not 
have opportunities to use their free time in a satisfying manner. Although most profes-
sionals consider inclusion to be an important goal of leisure services, many agencies 
do not welcome or offer unwelcoming or inaccessible services to people who are mar-
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ginalized and/or oppressed as a result of various characteristics (e.g., ability, economic 
resources, age, gender, religion, ethnicity, race, sexuality). 

There is a need for research that highlights facilitators to inclusive leisure services. 
This study is part of a larger initiative to identify best practices in structured inclusive 
leisure programs and to develop an accreditation process with standards that reflect 
evidence-based practices. To this end, a focus group allowed a team of professionals to 
share its knowledge and experiences with inclusive leisure services.

Focus group participants were eight members of the accreditation development 
team. The following lead request drove the discussion: Please describe services you con-
sider best practices for inclusive leisure services. The focus group, lasting approximately 
three hours, was audio-recorded and transcribed. Following the constant comparative 
analytic framework, researchers identified patterns in data and relationships between 
concepts. Member check sessions providing opportunities for participants to provide 
input on codes, categories, and themes.

Seven themes emerged: (a) participation, (b) social connections, (c) enjoyment, 
(d) choice, (e) competence, (f) social responsibility, and (g) learning. The themes of 
participation and social connections are primary themes because of the extensiveness 
of examples and emphasis discussants placed on them. Although several participants 
have expertise associated with inclusion of people with disabilities, their expertise and 
comments during the focus group encompassed other characteristics that often result 
in challenges to leisure (e.g., economic resources, age, gender, religion, ethnicity, race, 
sexuality). Results encourage practitioners to deliver inclusive leisure services by mak-
ing accommodations to ensure all participants regardless of characteristics experience 
leisure, and by intentionally fostering social connections to help participants develop 
meaningful relationships. Focus group members emphasized the importance of leisure 
service providers creating enjoyable experiences, encouraging all participants to make 
choices, instilling a sense of competence in participants, modeling and rewarding so-
cial responsibility, and teaching a variety of skills. By following these best practices, 
practitioners can actively promote social inclusion across various leisure experiences 
for all community members

Keywords

Inclusion, leisure, recreation, programming, perceptions, best practices

Introduction
 Scholars have addressed social inclusion and exclusion for decades (e.g., Duffy, 

1995; Sayce, 2001; Stickley et al., 2016), and generally identify social inclusion as peo-
ple participating fully in economic, political, and cultural life within the mainstream 
of society, sharing experiences, and developing appreciation for one another. There 
are benefits of leisure participation that relate to social inclusion. For example, based 
on a systematic literature review, Merrells, Buchanan, and Waters (2017) concluded 
that participation in recreation programs facilitates positive outcomes associated with 
social inclusion, such as enhanced wellbeing, increased quality of life, greater inde-
pendence, and more positive community attitudes. Consequently, they suggested that 



Dattilo et al.

72

professionals accommodate participant differences so leisure services are inclusive, es-
pecially for individuals encountering difficulty accessing such services. 

Inclusion and Inclusive Leisure Services
Inclusive services bring with them expectations that personnel and agencies meet 

the needs of diverse participants who vary relative to backgrounds and cultures, life 
experiences, and innate and acquired characteristics that have the potential to both 
enrich and limit a person (Westwood, 2017). If the notion of diversity extends beyond 
race and ethnicity and incorporates multiple considerations including factors such as 
family background, sexual orientation, ability, socioeconomic status, gender, and reli-
gion, then opportunities for inclusion are enhanced (Quinn, Gwede, & Meade, 2018). 
For this paper, inclusive leisure services are those that contain necessary support and 
flexibility to provide opportunities for people having diverse backgrounds, cultures, 
life experiences, as well as innate and acquired characteristics, to have choices on ways 
to experience leisure that contribute to their overall happiness and ability to flourish. 

Inclusive communities provide a context in which everyone belongs and has the 
opportunity to experience leisure on their own terms in ways that are personally mean-
ingful and fulfilling (Gomez, 2013). A consistent message by researchers and practitio-
ners highlights a need for more research identifying facilitators to leisure engagement, 
reflecting the fundamental right to experience leisure in inclusive communities (e.g., 
Badia, Orgaz, Verdugo, & Ullan, 2012). Research has begun to identify practices and 
principles that professionals might follow to promote inclusion of all participants in 
leisure experiences. For example, Andrews, Falkmer, and Girdler (2015) conducted 
a systematic review of community integration interventions and concluded there is 
a need to develop programs in which staff facilitate friendships across diverse peers, 
consider participants’ activity preferences, and accommodate their varying abilities. 

The Leisure Experience
Leisure is complex and multidimensional, occurring across the lifespan and in-

cluding a range of activities in various community settings, such as structured pro-
grams offered through agencies (e.g., YMCAs, JCCs, parks and recreation depart-
ments) and less structured experiences such as swimming at a community pool or 
walking at a park. Chances to participate in leisure result in individuals believing they 
have freedom to engage in an experience, finding their experience to be meaningful, 
being intrinsically motivated to engage in the experience, feeling that their experience 
contributes to their sense of identity, and becoming self-determined (Dattilo, 2017). 
Leisure contributes to human development as it creates a context for people to ex-
press talents, demonstrate capabilities, pursue their potential, and experience various 
positive emotions while participating in enjoyable and meaningful activities (Kleiber 
& McGuire, 2016). 

Experiencing leisure has a significant positive effect on life satisfaction (Pagán-
Rodríguez, 2014), and some people perceive leisure as a useful coping resource (Nim-
rod, Kleiber, & Berdychevsky, 2012). As people of all ages participate in leisure, they 
increase their confidence, skills, and self-esteem (e.g., Patterson & Pegg, 2009), and 
perceive benefits to engaging in leisure such as developing friendships, having fun, and 
being active (e.g., Fernandez, Ziviani, Cuskelly, Colquhoun, & Jones, 2018). Participat-
ing in naturally occurring, spontaneous leisure as well as structured community leisure 
programs contributes to overall quality of life, providing people with opportunities 
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to engage with others, enjoy the moment, and have control and choice (Dahan-Oliel, 
Shikako-Thomas, & Majnemer, 2012; King et al., 2014). 

Leisure Participation Patterns and Social Justice
Regrettably, many people across the lifespan (e.g., people who live in poverty, have 

disabilities, are recent immigrants, and/or whose ethnicity, race, or religion are not 
typically shared by the dominant culture) have few chances to experience leisure. For 
example, some people encounter loneliness, boredom, and anxiety brought on by an 
abundance of unstructured free time and a lack of knowledge about ways to take con-
trol of their free time (Gilmore & Cuskelly, 2014). Even when people express a desire to 
increase engagement in leisure pursuits, many do not possess skills required to adapt to 
new challenges and solve related problems (Tullis et al., 2011). Unless services facilitate 
supportive relationships and meaningful, enjoyable leisure engagement, “... the goal of 
full inclusion in the community will remain unrealized” (Duvdevany, 2008, p. 228). 
Based on viability of using social justice as a guiding paradigm for conducting leisure 
research (Allison, 2000), Brown, Outley, and Pinckney (2019) argue that historical and 
modern ways of engaging in leisure are often rooted in social justice.

Some leisure service providers and researchers are committed to social justice that 
stems from the need to end oppression and marginalization related to gender, race, 
ethnicity, sexual identity, ability, and socioeconomic status within leisure-related con-
texts (Stewart, 2014). Stewart (2014) indicated that focusing on leisure as a context for 
social justice addresses myriad social challenges with youth development, race and 
ethnicity, sexual identity, homelessness, disability, tourism, environmentalism, gender, 
and spirituality. Further, Glover (2015) identified social justice as “. . . a laudable goal 
that embodies explicit conformity and commitment to values aimed at enabling indi-
viduals, irrespective of their social identities, to strive within a just society” (p. 3). De-
velopment of inclusive services, such as inclusive tourism that is “a response to tenden-
cies toward social, economic, and spatial exclusion in tourism” (Biddulph & Scheyvens, 
2018, p. 585), helps leisure professionals reduce social inequities and discrimination 
and, ultimately, promote equity and social justice (Stodolska, Peters, & Horolets, 2017).

Leisure Service Delivery Patterns	
Historically, there has been oppression within the context of leisure that under-

scores the imperative for practitioners to challenge injustice and provide inclusive lei-
sure services (Theriault, 2018; Theriault & Mowatt, 2018). Despite numerous benefits 
that participants gain from leisure experiences, many community agencies continue 
to offer services that are unwelcoming, segregated, and inaccessible (Schleien, Brake, 
Miller, & Walton, 2013). Schleien et al. (2013) described a cohort who reported that 
other people ignored and patronized them, and they rarely felt welcomed to join com-
munity leisure services of their choice as active members. Exemplifying this trend, 
community members interviewed by Hall (2017) reported primarily participating in 
segregated recreation activities. Following examination of policies associated with lei-
sure service agencies, Lenneis and Agergaard (2018) concluded that characteristics in-
cluding gender, sexuality, ethnicity, religion and nation intersect in restrictive policies 
that involve forms of injustice, such as oppression, marginalization, and segregation.

Various conditions influence a lack of inclusive services. Agencies offering com-
munity leisure programs differ substantially regarding types of participants, organi-
zational will and sense of responsibility to be inclusive, resources to accommodate a 
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range of participants, and administrative support (Schleien, Miller, Walton, Roth, & 
Tobin, 2017). Unfortunately, negative attitudes toward individuals who differ in vari-
ous ways from people in authority (e.g., religion, abilities, age) contribute to an unwill-
ingness of some service providers to be inclusive (e.g., Shields & Synnot, 2016; Swift, 
Abrams, Lamont, & Drury, 2017; Van Tongeren, Green, Davis, Hook, & Hulsey, 2016). 
In other cases, service providers may not feel equipped to promote inclusion. For ex-
ample, using focus groups with leisure services providers and participants, Anderson 
and Heyne (2000) concluded that service providers lack awareness, acceptance, and in-
formation about inclusive leisure, and they need assistance facilitating social inclusion. 
Although many leisure service providers are not equipped to promote inclusion, inclu-
sion skills (i.e., openness to serving all members of the community) is one of the most 
desired competencies of municipal recreation staff, as reported by managers (Fulthorp 
& D’Eloia, 2015).

Purpose of the Study
Based on literature reviews, various authors provide guidelines to help promote 

diversity and develop inclusive leisure services, including becoming culturally compe-
tent working with youth of color (Outley & Witt, 2006) and providing supports and op-
portunities for positive youth development for transgender and gender nonconform-
ing youth (Gillard, Buzuvis, & Bialeschki, 2014). In addition, following principles to 
guide inclusive recreation plans at a national level identified by Pegg et al. (2000), Pegg 
and Compton (2003) articulated five critical issues for global action resulting in inclu-
sive leisure services. Building on these writings, this study is part of a larger initiative 
to identify best practices in inclusive leisure programs and to develop an accreditation 
process based on standards and criteria reflecting evidence-based practices. Following 
recommendations to examine perceptions of inclusion (e.g., Ferdman, 2014), a focus 
group was used to provide an opportunity for researchers and practitioners to share 
their knowledge of and experiences with inclusive leisure services. In a related article, 
researchers analyzed data and presented results specific to inclusive camp settings (Sip-
erstein et al., 2019). This paper contains expanded results relevant to a range of leisure 
services, since many practices discussed in the focus group are applicable to a variety of 
service providers. Specifically, the purpose of this study was to understand perceptions 
of programming considerations in promoting all types of inclusive leisure services for 
all types of participants who may vary based on factors influencing their identity, such 
as ability, gender, age, ethnicity, race, socioeconomic situation, and religion, to name 
a few. We designed this study to respond to recommendations by Allison and Hibbler 
(2004,) who stated, “If the recreation profession is to overcome and eradicate organiza-
tional behaviors to inclusion, systematic research and programmatic analyses must be-
gin to elucidate issues and problems and suggest directions for future success” (p. 278).

Methods

Focus Group Discussants
The focus group discussants were eight members of the accreditation development 

team with a range of perspectives on and experiences with inclusion. Two discussants 
are full-time practitioners who hold leadership roles in agencies providing inclusive 
leisure services. One has been the director of an inclusive summer day camp program 
for 13 years serving 120 participants (ages 8-12) annually; the other was an inclusion 
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specialist for five years and for the past three years has been the director of a commu-
nity recreation center conducting year-round inclusive programming for over 1,000 
youth (aged 2-18) annually. Another discussant works for an organization with the 
mission to promote inclusive leisure services and is responsible for providing inclu-
sion training and support to practitioners. Another discussant is a chief administrator 
of an organization dedicated to promoting inclusion. Four discussants are professors 
at universities who have conducted research on inclusion and taught at the gradu-
ate level to prepare future leaders in their respective fields for an average of 35 years 
each. Discussants’ areas of specialization include developmental psychology, inclusive 
leisure services, therapeutic recreation, adapted physical education, and special educa-
tion. Though discussants had various experiences providing inclusive leisure services, 
much of their expertise focused specifically on the inclusion of people with disabilities.

This study followed principles espoused by Northway (2010) and employed by 
Walton, Schleien, Brake, Trovato, and Oakes (2012), which involved communicating 
consistently with discussants at all stages of the iterative research process, as well as pro-
ducing and disseminating useful knowledge to help change practice. Based on sugges-
tions by Probst (2016) and others to gain an insider’s perspective, the eight discussants 
were members of the research team (participant researchers) throughout the study, 
including the lead researcher who facilitated the focus group. This approach to research 
is consistent with recommendations to promote inclusion and cultivate empathy by 
adopting the perspective of “us” rather than “them” (Cikara, Bruneau, & Saxe, 2011). 
The team also included two researchers who did not participate in the focus groups but 
were involved in various aspects of data collection and analysis, as described below. 

Data Collection
Interview guide. The lead researcher developed a draft of an interview guide 

following guidelines by Troutman-Jordon, Nies, and Davis (2013) after asking focus 
group discussants to generate questions they believed important to answer regarding 
inclusive leisure services. The guide contained the following lead request: Please de-
scribe services you consider best practices for inclusive leisure services. A series of probing 
questions were identified but were not used since discussants were eager to respond 
to the lead question. A possible limitation of this study is that discussant selection of 
interview questions may have prevented the discussion from moving in unexpected 
directions, thus reducing the chance of generating unanticipated insights. Although 
the research team contributed to interview guide development and the lead researcher 
asked about best practices associated with inclusive leisure services generally, discus-
sant experiences of developing services specifically for people with disabilities likely 
influenced their contributions (e.g., using words such as “campers” and “kids” in their 
comments). Discussants had various experiences with inclusion of people encoun-
tering challenges as a result of limited economic resources, religion, and ethnicity, to 
name a few, but the discussants’ specific background and expertise related to people 
with disabilities is a limitation of the study. 

Focus group procedure. The lead researcher conducted the three-hour focus 
group following guidelines by Krueger and Casey (2009) to include a welcome, over-
view, ground rules, and questions. Similar to Heinz et al. (2013), discussants were en-
couraged to raise questions and make comments. The lead researcher followed a semi-
structured approach using the lead question and asking probing questions based on 
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discussant statements to have them elaborate. The lead researcher kept the discussion 
focused and managed involvement of discussants by ensuring all had opportunities 
to contribute. A limitation is the degree of involvement of the lead researcher, since 
by attempting to keep discussants focused; the discussion may have been restricted. 
There was extensive data generated from the discussion. Given challenges bringing 
discussants residing in different parts of the United States together, the researchers 
agreed that effort and resources would be expended using member checks to clarify 
data. There were two face-to-face interviews, including the initial interview and first 
member check session, and then another member check session conducted via tele-
conference.

 Audio recording and transcription. The focus group was audio-recorded us-
ing two recorders to increase the ability to capture all conversations. A research as-
sistant then uploaded the interview into Word Macro to permit transcription analysis 
via NVivo and reviewed transcripts for accuracy by selecting 25% of the transcript 
excerpts while listening to recordings. 

Procedure fidelity. Based on procedural fidelity practices (Shek & Lu, 2013), the 
lead researcher was aware of the value of encouraging discussants to express their views 
throughout the focus group. One individual who was not a member of the research 
team and did not participate in the focus group observed to ensure protocol adherence 
and procedure fidelity. This individual concluded that achievement of protocol adher-
ence and procedure fidelity occurred.

Data Analysis
Framework. Using the constant comparative analytic framework (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985), data patterns were identified to discover relationships between concepts. 
To complete a thematic content analysis, the lead researcher and research assistant ini-
tially used open coding to capture intent and shades of meaning. Next, a focused cod-
ing strategy produced patterns and relationships among codes and illuminated mean-
ing from emerging categories and themes. 

Coding. The lead researcher and research assistant read the focus group transcript 
separately prior to development of codes (Heinz et al., 2013) and then individually 
coded data. To help increase reliability, the two researchers then shared and reviewed 
codes and agreed on application of codes. Next, the researchers examined relationships 
between codes to determine how codes clustered and identified these clusters as cat-
egories. Once the researchers created these categories, they generated overall themes.

Member check session one (focus on codes and categories). The lead researcher 
conducted two member check sessions with the other seven focus group discussants. 
The first session obtained reactions to codes and categories and the second session 
solicited reactions to themes. During the first member check, the lead researcher asked 
discussants to help assess validity of the codes and categories and then organized and 
conducted a discussion to collect discussants’ input. The session lasted approximately 
one hour and was audio-recorded, transcribed, and checked for accuracy following 
the same procedures used with the initial focus group. After analysis of these data, it 
was determined that although discussants largely confirmed existing categories, they 
provided input associated with revising existing categories that led the researchers to 
return to the data for further analysis. 
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Following input from discussants and further data analysis, a list of 32 codes clus-
tered into two major categories was generated. The first category was associated with 
actions that occur in the programming process, during either planning or implemen-
tation. The second category represented the importance of empowering both partici-
pants and staff. The lead researcher and research assistant collaboratively developed a 
codebook that facilitated data entry into Nvivo to assist further data analysis.

Thematic analysis phase one. Next, the lead researcher and research assistant in-
dividually examined codes and categories and generated themes that cut across the 
data. These two researchers worked together to agree on themes with accompanying 
illustrative quotes.

Member check session two (focus on themes). Once the lead researcher and re-
search assistant identified themes, the lead researcher conducted a second member 
check session with the other seven focus group discussants. The goal of this second 
member check session was to return to the original discussants and share the specific 
themes generated to obtain their reactions. The lead researcher asked discussants to 
help assess validity of the themes during a teleconference discussion, lasting approxi-
mately one hour that was audio-recorded, transcribed, and checked for accuracy fol-
lowing the same procedures used with the initial focus group. The subsequent results, 
discussion, and figure present the themes and illustrative quotes supported by discus-
sants across the focus group and member check sessions.

Findings
Seven themes associated with best practices for providing inclusive leisure services 

emerged across the data: (a) participation, (b) social connections, (c) enjoyment, (d) 
choice, (e) competence, (f) social responsibility, and (g) learning (see Figure 1). Based 
on the extensiveness of examples provided and emphasis placed on certain themes, the 
researchers identified the themes of participation and social connections as primary 
themes and the remaining five themes as secondary themes. Each theme contains (a) 
actions that leisure service providers could (and do) take to facilitate inclusion, and (b) 
outcomes of inclusion for participants. Samples of data supporting each component 
under each theme appear in the following sections. 

Participation
The theme discussants spent the most time addressing and appeared most pas-

sionate about was the importance of all individuals’ active leisure participation. A dis-
cussant identified the importance of participation to inclusion: “I think of the concept 
of participation is big when wrapped around inclusion. If everybody's feeling like they 
are able to participate within kind of the constructs of the activity, and how the instruc-
tions are laid out, if participation is felt throughout the whole group, I think that's very 
important.” Discussants consistently identified benefits of participation in community 
leisure and explained that individuals should have opportunities to participate actively 
in equitable and enjoyable leisure experiences. To illustrate, one discussant stated, “. . . 
we design things perhaps even universally, so that everybody can ultimately participate 
and have a good experience.” Another discussant responded, “It's just creating safe 
space for everybody to participate, as a whole team, in the activity.” Yet another shared, 
“[I am a] big believer in the kids staying engaged in activities no matter what.”
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To facilitate this level of engagement, discussants highlighted the need to accom-
modate people’s diverse skill levels and make adaptations to promote their inclusion. 
As an example, one discussant stated, “It's very important that you accommodate peo-
ple of varying abilities, but we are not looking to overrun or overwhelm your agency, 
your programs, or your staff. I think it's a very good start. A different discussant re-
ported, “. . . we think about all learners and design activities, goals, equipment and 
material, and other strategies, not...not in a reactive way around a particular individual 
and his or her needs, but in a proactive way where we are prepared to accommodate 
a lot of different types of people.” Another discussant shared “...we would have kids...
had a hard time processing information, so the coach would approach them differently 
rather than saying they can't play...” One discussant described a particular strategy to 
promote inclusive leisure, when she said, “. . . if you plan for the highest level of need 
with the intention of including everyone, it's more successful than doing the opposite.” 

Social Connections
Discussants continuously described the key aspect of inclusion to be social. They 

identified the importance of participants developing meaningful relationships such as 
friendships and connections with peers. To exemplify the importance of social con-
nections, one discussant described a situation involving two participants who were 
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different in many ways: “So Justin needed John just as much as John needed Justin. I 
think that's the goal, they were never assigned to each other, it wasn't, you know, an ‘I 
help you’ type relationship, but they were genuinely friends with each other. Another 
discussant stated, “It really does come down to in general what we've seen that families 
really want, and that is that social connection.” Yet another discussant indicated the 
value of social connections to inclusion: “That's taking ownership that I'm a member of 
a team, and you're a member of my team, and I don't want you to be excluded.”

To achieve this outcome, discussants advocated that practitioners focus on fos-
tering social connections among all participants regardless of their characteristics. As 
an example, a discussant shared, “You can help them connect, and then you can see 
where the friendship grows.” Another discussant described, “Social skills instruction 
needs to be coupled with social support by the counselor.” Further, another discussant 
talked about the value of giving diverse participants opportunities and space to engage 
in spontaneous interactions: “We are allowing the unintentional interaction with the 
campers to take place, but also being supervised.”

Enjoyment
Another aspect of inclusive leisure services identified by focus group discussants is 

the importance of program participants experiencing positive emotions, such as enjoy-
ment, while engaging in activities. To illustrate, a discussant noted that all participants 
understand that they are very diverse, yet they are all attending a program to enjoy 
themselves: “. . . they're here to have a good time; they know there are kids with disabili-
ties, they get to ride some horses, we have lots of social activities.” Another discussant 
suggested that a critical element of inclusion is having diverse participants “doing more 
activities that they enjoy.”

To promote such positive emotions, discussants identified the value of creating 
activities for participants to enjoy. A discussant explained that to help all participants 
enjoy an activity, “We're going to plan for the kid who's going to have the most diffi-
culty participating, because everybody else can participate in that environment and it 
doesn't hurt them to have more support.” Another discussant provided a different ex-
planation of how to create enjoyable contexts that are inclusive: “Let's start with those 
activities that are more conducive to cooperation and socialization and learning skills 
rather than beating the heck out of each other. And then, maybe, we can get the oth-
ers on board a little later on . . . the key for me is, the cooperative nature of an activity 
versus competitive. And, to me, that's just about the most important element in order 
to be accommodating...”

Choice
A fundamental aspect of leisure engagement identified by discussants was free-

dom of choice, such that participants feel free to make choices. To demonstrate, a dis-
cussant identified, “It's important to have opportunities to choose, it could just be an 
opportunity to choose I'd rather swim than go to the gym or I'd rather go to the gym 
than swim.” In describing the importance of offering choices that accommodate all 
participants and promote inclusion, one discussant added, “It goes back to choices, and 
different levels, and different options, that's how . . . you can make it work.” Yet another 
discussant simply stated, “The first thing I think of with programming is choice.” The 
discussion of choice extended beyond choice within and between activities as discus-
sants often mentioned the importance of each participant, regardless of characteristics, 
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being able to choose with whom to participate. One discussant quoted a program par-
ticipant to make a point about the value of choosing with whom to participate: “If I'm 
going to have to do this activity, which sometimes you do have to, at least I get to pick 
who I do it with.” 

Discussants explained that it is incumbent on service providers to encourage par-
ticipants to be as autonomous as possible. As an example, a discussant commented, “If 
we're trying to empower the participants, the staff have to sit back away, but they're 
focusing and observing. The point of staff observation is a really important point.” An-
other discussant exemplified how to accommodate participants with various interests 
and abilities: “We started with this child didn't want to swim, so we had something 
special for that child to wear. Now we have three different stations, so all the children 
have some choices, and all the children can be, “Well, if I don't feel like swimming 
today, I can do this...” To create an inclusive environment, a discussant suggested pro-
viding participants with “opportunities to choose what they want to play and who they 
want to play with. It still starts with the routine of an introduction of these are the op-
tions today, this is what I would encourage you to try to do today, play a game that you 
haven't played before, play with someone you haven't played with before, and there's 
expectations set out.” After describing ways to provide all participants with choice, a 
discussant noted, “It worked very well inclusion-wise because it allowed kids to have 
input and shine in a variety of ways. . .” Another discussant spoke to the importance of 
choice in promoting inclusion within a sports context, “. . . and so from a youth sports 
perspective having a recreation level where there's no cuts and everybody has a chance 
to participate all the way up to more competitive teams by having choices then it'd be 
easier to include children who have different abilities.”

Competence
Building on the discussion of autonomy, discussants explained that in addition 

to participants feeling free to make choices, it is important that they have the confi-
dence in their skills and understanding to take advantage of their choices. To illustrate 
this area, one discussant stated, “When I initially think of competence, I almost break 
it down into two stages. The first stage of competence being pre-skill. So, it's, a pre-
activity. But, wondering, ‘I don't even know if I can do this.’ And then, maybe after, it's 
a realization, ‘Yes, I can do this.’ In addition, another discussant identified the need to 
focus on developing competence especially for participants who are less skilled: “Going 
back to the beginning of the process of self-confidence and sense of competence, the 
child has always been the one who is the last person picked.” 

Discussants concluded that to facilitate engagement in leisure, service providers 
should help instill in all participants a sense of competence so that each person says, 
“I can do this.” Representing the importance of instilling a sense of competence in 
promoting inclusion, a discussant identified the value of developing in all participants’ 
social competence, regardless of their situation: “I think it's easy to talk about activity-
driven and skill-driven competence, but there is certainly a big realm around social 
competence when we’re talking about all these things.” In support, another discussant 
stated, “. . . when I think of competence I think of helping children reframe what their 
definition of success is.” 
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Social Responsibility
Another theme emerged associated with social justice, as discussants empha-

sized the significance of engaging in virtuous behaviors consistent with inclusion. 
Discussants highlighted the importance of everyone within the leisure context (i.e., 
participants, service providers, family members, administrators, volunteers) being re-
sponsible for contributing to the inclusive nature of a program. Consequently, they 
communicated that one goal for participants should be to demonstrate ethical, helpful, 
accepting, and respectful actions. For instance, a discussant stated, “The little girl who, 
playing soccer, and her teammate falls down. She was the first one over to that team-
mate, to help her up. Then, the coach responded to that and focused on it.”

To encourage such positive behaviors, discussants suggested service providers 
model socially responsible behaviors and promote and reward participants’ social re-
sponsibility. A discussant commented, “You are training your staff, more apt to be good 
role models.” As the conversation progressed, two discussants described the impor-
tance of allowing acts demonstrating social responsibility to emerge. As one discussant 
said, “Allowing that to happen without me saying, ‘Hey, [name], why don't you invite 
[name] over, he's by himself.’ I think there's more power in you deciding to do that on 
your own. It won't always happen, but maybe it is that staff preparedness to let them 
be able to recognize that that could also happen.” The next discussant elaborated on 
this point: “Instead of me jumping right in and saying, ‘Why don't you go ask...?’ just 
observing for a second and see if you'll get there on your own.” One discussant identi-
fied the value of teaching participants how to be socially responsible and to promote 
inclusion: “Preparation of peers to be accepting...and, not to, you know, when you see 
someone sitting out, encourage them and bring them back in the group.” Another dis-
cussant identified the importance of working with staff to plan and recognize when 
actions indicative of social responsibility occur so that inclusive leisure services are 
provided, “How do we promote social acceptance, social things? You have to plan it, 
and you have to recognize it when you see it.”

Learning
Discussants reported that leisure is ideal for participants to learn and grow be-

cause it offers enjoyable and meaningful opportunities facilitating connections with 
others who differ from them in some way and instills competence. Discussants as-
sociated learning with skill development and identified skills that participants might 
learn that are indicative of an inclusive context. One discussant stated, “It's a huge self-
esteem builder for kids to learn to ride bikes.” 

To achieve the goal of learning, discussants encouraged practitioners to provide all 
participants with various opportunities to increase knowledge and practice skills. As 
an example, one discussant compared an inclusionary practice to one often resulting 
in exclusion: “I want you to practice. If you're looking at skill development...the worst 
thing you can do is have kids sitting out. Because they're not developing skill. . .” An-
other discussant described a situation contrasting different types of offerings: “What 
these highly competitive coaches did at the Y[MCA], and the JCC, when they ulti-
mately got it, were they designed additional programs. So, they were not only running 
their highly competitive sports teams, but they developed skills-based programs…” 
Another discussant commented on ways to create an inclusive environment, “Let's 
start with those activities that are more conducive to cooperation and socialization and 
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learning skills.” After identifying the value of teaching participants to be accepting of 
differences, a discussant stated, “I believe that most people, at any age, need to learn 
specifically how to be a good friend to somebody who's very different than you are.”

Discussion
Building on research interviewing recreation professionals about issues and barri-

ers to leisure for citizens who encounter oppression and marginalization (e.g., Allison 
& Hibbler, 2004), this study focused on interviewing professionals who identified best 
practices that address such barriers and promote inclusion. From the focus group, it 
is clear that leisure service providers can learn and benefit from researchers and prac-
titioners with expertise in social inclusion. Some examples of best practices made by 
discussants were specific to camp and after-school programs—structured programs 
offered by community agencies. Since leisure encompasses a broad range of experi-
ences, best practices highlighted by discussants also apply to more unstructured leisure 
situations (e.g., going to a fitness center or bowling alley). 

All leisure service providers are responsible for creating socially inclusive environ-
ments so people of varying abilities, ethnicities, languages, and resources, to name a 
few, can reap benefits of leisure and share in these experiences. To achieve this goal, 
practitioners must go beyond focusing strictly on the average person and work to ac-
commodate people who often exist on the fringes of our communities and frequently 
have limited leisure opportunities because of acts promoting their marginalization 
(Shenkman, Ifrah, & Shmotkin, 2017). Therefore, although the themes in this study 
(participation, social connections, enjoyment, choice, competence, social responsi-
bility, and learning) are considerations for leisure services generally, they were culled 
from discussions about ways they could be achieved for all citizens, especially those ex-
periencing exclusion (i.e., Mowatt & Schmalz, 2014; Wesselmann, Wirth, & Bernstein, 
2017). For example, although active participation and developing relationships are 
important goals for all leisure service providers, making adaptations and accommoda-
tions as well as systematically fostering connections between participants do not occur 
consistently for people experiencing oppression, making these particularly important 
best practices to promote inclusion (e.g., Kardys, 2015; Mackenzie, Alfred, Fountain, & 
Combs, 2015; Thomas et al., 2015).  

Although participation is a typical goal of recreation agencies, in describing par-
ticipation, discussants identified the need to remove barriers for people currently not 
included; such sentiments are consistent with the National Recreation and Parks As-
sociation (2018) Parks for Inclusion initiative. Emphasizing equitable participation, 
Long and Robertson (2010)  discouraged removing participants from activities unless 
attributable to a legitimate reason (e.g., excessive fatigue, cultural restrictions). Relat-
edly, Brannan, Arick, Fullerton, and Harris (2000) discovered that when staff encour-
age participants, use peer assistance, allow alternative communication, and provide 
adaptive equipment, participants increase their self-esteem, communication, and in-
dependence; if participants experience challenges, accommodations to requirements, 
equipment, space, and communication can be made to address challenges.  

The importance of social connections is consistent with the emphasis on social 
inclusion found in the literature (Siperstein, Glick, & Parker, 2009). Participants benefit 
socially from inclusive experiences by making new friends, building interdependence, 
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learning about people’s similarities, developing interpersonal skills, and accepting oth-
ers (Miller, Schleien, & Lausier, 2009). Though social connections are widely valued, 
there is a need to develop concerted efforts to create opportunities for participants who 
experience isolation to make social connections (e.g., Rossetti & Goessling, 2010). For 
example, based on recommendations made by a sample of older adults for developing 
leisure services, Lorek et al. (2017) encouraged service providers to help older adults to 
access services and, once they engage in programs, to promote and support social con-
nections. Another way to move beyond simply offering activities is to promote positive 
social interactions by using a buddy system that creates activity partners of varying 
abilities (Boyd et al., 2008). By recruiting peers to be supportive, leisure service provid-
ers increase all participants’ social skills, encourage peer relationships, and reduce the 
need for one-on-one supports (Maich, Hall, Rhijn, & Quinlan, 2015). Practitioners 
promote social connections as they facilitate positive social interactions among par-
ticipants during structured and unstructured activities by encouraging participants to 
help each other, suggesting that they share equipment and materials, helping to initiate 
conversations among them, and encouraging them to engage collaboratively in recre-
ation activities and share leisure experiences (Siperstein, Gildea, & Spolidoro, 2018). 
Purposeful promotion of social interactions reduces social anxiety and results in par-
ticipants valuing each other (Devine & O'Brien, 2007; Kaboski et al., 2015). 

The theme of enjoyment complements sentiments of Siperstein et al. (2018), who 
identified positive emotions, such as fun, as critical to bringing together participants 
who differ in their abilities and resources. Positive experiences of fun, challenge, in-
dependence, and achievement correlate with opportunities for making choices be-
tween and within leisure (e.g., Kanagasabai, Mulligan, Hale, & Mirfin-Veitch, 2018). 
Therefore, a way to increase the chance participants, especially those who experience 
limited opportunities for leisure, enjoy services is to offer choices among different ac-
tivities and during activities, such as between different equipment/materials, locations, 
and partners/group members. Though choice is an important goal for any recreation 
program, discussants recognized that a variety of people who experience oppression 
often do not receive such choices (Rossow-Kimball & Goodwin, 2018). For example, 
Spracklen (2015) clarifies that choice connected to leisure is influenced by many fac-
tors including our class, gender, nationality, sexuality, and race that are bound up with 
histories of domination and control resulting in certain individuals and groups having 
choices restricted.

One theme central to creating inclusive leisure services is that of social responsi-
bility. This consideration is critical to inclusion because it connects service providers 
who not only model behaviors that promote inclusion but also reward participants 
for helping others. In this way, practitioners create programs and environments that 
encourage all staff and participants to become responsible for, and contribute to, condi-
tions that foster inclusion.  

Some existing models and training programs offer guidance for inclusive leisure 
services. Two are directed to camps including youth with disabilities (Roswal, Dowd, 
& Bynum, 1997; Siperstein, Pociask, & Barnes, 2009) and two present a framework for 
educating service providers to develop inclusive services for all participants regardless 
of characteristics (e.g., ethnicity, race, economic resources, religion, ability, age) (Dat-
tilo, 2017; 2018; Ferdman, 2013). The C.A.M.P. model (Roswal et al., 1997) identifies 
rules for campers and staff: (a) ask campers what accommodations they need, discuss 
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minimum participation qualifications, and get all campers involved by exploring ways 
to adapt activities; (b) have a positive attitude; and (c) modify programs when needed 
and do not assume certain people are unable to participate. The Let’s ALL Play training 
program (Siperstein et al., 2009) has three components: (a) equip programs imple-
menting or expanding inclusive services, (b) provide activities demonstrating that all 
children can play, and (c) use staff training emphasizing inclusion, connecting chil-
dren, making respectful accommodations, and managing challenging behaviors. The 
model developed by Dattilo (2017; 2018) highlights strategies designed to reduce or 
eliminate social, psychological, and physical barriers to experiencing inclusive leisure, 
and the multilevel analytic framework proposed by Ferdman (2014) provides a list of 
inclusive behaviors, organizational policies, and practices focused on workplace di-
versity (Ferdman & Deane, 2014). Each model, however, is based on a review of the 
literature and reflections of lines of research described by one author. Although these 
training programs and models contain helpful suggestions, there is a need to assess 
perceptions of multiple practitioners and researchers to develop a more comprehensive 
approach to planning and implementing inclusive leisure services for all members of 
our communities. The current study aimed to address that need. 

Much of the existing research on inclusive leisure services examines unique needs 
of specific groups, such as people who have disabilities, are immigrants, are older, live 
in poverty, are homeless, and are members of LGBTQ community, as well as those 
members of a religion, ethnic group, or race not embraced by the dominant culture. 
Actions addressing distinct needs of people with certain characteristics are useful, such 
as creating times when a swimming pool is available exclusively for girls and women 
to be respectful of religious beliefs or providing private and family dressing rooms to 
welcome people who are transgender or require assistance. 

There is a need for continued research to understand ways individual members of 
groups who often encounter oppression and discrimination experience leisure, as well 
as effects of strategies designed to assist them in achieving leisure (Stodolska, Shinew, 
& Camarillo, 2019). For example, Hutchinson and Fenton (2018) interviewed 10 com-
munity mental health coordinators and identified four promising practices including 
barriers and solutions to participation, characteristics of welcoming and supportive en-
vironments, leadership characteristics, and program characteristics. Similarly, Forde, 
Lee, Mills, and Frisby (2015) interviewed 10 staff and managers at a community sport 
and recreation program to identify key organizational practices fostering immigrants’ 
inclusion. 

Using the goal of inclusion of all people as a means to achieve social justice, rather 
than for specific groups, researchers work to avoid creating “knowledge silos” by exam-
ining commonalities across marginalized groups to discover their mutual challenges. 
Therefore, it is helpful to consider inclusion broadly; that is, inclusion involves mak-
ing accommodations to address unique needs of specific people so they participate, 
learn, acquire skills, and feel confident, and inclusion consists of creating welcoming 
contexts in which all participants have fun, make choices, and contribute to creating 
inclusive situations. This is consistent with promoting the universal design for learning 
framework focused on creating learning environments functional for the largest num-
ber of learners possible (e.g., Gargiulo & Metcalf, 2017; Owiny, Hollingshead, Barrio, 
& Stoneman, 2019). Using the universal design framework and inclusive strategies sug-
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gested by our discussants, service providers are encouraged to develop social, learning, 
and physical environments that include diverse participants regardless of cultural, so-
cioeconomic, and ethnic background as well as gender, ability, or other characteristics 
(Curry, Cohen, & Lightbody, 2006) so everyone engages in leisure together.  

We suggest further research to address limitations of this study. Since discussants’ 
involvement in development of interview questions may have prevented the discussion 
from going in unexpected directions and identifying unanticipated insights, research-
ers might conduct an initial focus group without discussants’ prior input on question 
selection. It would also be helpful to conduct a focus group with discussants who pre-
dominately have inclusion expertise beyond people with disabilities. Unlike the lead 
researcher in this study who attempted to keep discussants aligned with the interview 
questions, other researchers may approach focus groups in a more exploratory way al-
lowing discussants greater freedom to ruminate and extrapolate. 

Another study limitation is that the intention of the focus group was to solicit 
information on best practices that promote inclusion; therefore, we did not address the 
complexity of situations resulting from implementing inclusive best practices. Practi-
tioners are encouraged to consider the possibility of resistance to inclusion by various 
staff, participants, and community members. For example, given research identifying 
backlashes to programs affirming sexual orientations and gender identities (e.g., Ku-
mashiro, 2002), Hill (2009) suggested promoting inclusion and safety in organizations 
based on three principles: “difference is a fundamental human right that must be rec-
ognized in all organizational venues; justice, equity, and fairness are about ‘inclusion 
for all,’ not preferential treatment; and diversity . . .” embraces not only “minorities”. . 
. but also welcomes ‘non-minorities’—those who are from dominant and historically 
dominating groups” (p. 48-49). Leisure service providers may consider communicat-
ing these principles to everyone to minimize backlash to inclusive leisure services.

Conclusion
Results of this study primarily encourage practitioners to: (a) make accommoda-

tions and adaptations to ensure all participants actively engage in equitable and en-
joyable experiences, and (b) foster social connections by supporting all participants 
to develop meaningful relationships. Secondly, it is helpful if leisure service providers 
create opportunities for positive experiences so participants feel enjoyment, fun, and 
satisfaction. Further, practitioners are encouraged to promote autonomy by providing 
opportunities for participants to make choices. It is useful for professionals to instill a 
sense of competence in participants so they become confident in their skills and un-
derstanding. Another consideration is for service providers to model and reward social 
responsibility to encourage participants to be ethical, helpful, and respectful. Finally, 
professionals should teach people skills to empower them to participate successfully 
in meaningful and rewarding activities. Following these best practices, leisure service 
providers are in a position to promote actively social inclusion in a range of programs 
and services, ultimately helping to create communities that accept and accommodate 
all people and their diverse needs.  
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