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Abstract

The value-laden nature of therapeutic recreation (TR) 
entails therapeutic recreation specialists (TRSs) acting as 
moral agents who help people with disabilities live well. 
To be effective agents, TRSs seek guidance from moral vi-
sions or conceptualizations of what it means to live well. 
A challenge for TRSs is that people they serve pursue a 
plurality of secular and religious moral visions. Thus, the 
profession and professionals need an overarching, guid-
ing framework compatible with diverse views of the good 
life. This article describes such a theoretical framework, 
the Capabilities Approach authored by Nussbaum (2006, 
2013), illustrates the theory’s compatibility with a moral 
vision recently presented in the TR literature and ex-
plores how adopting the approach leads to TRSs taking 
on the concomitant role of social justice agent. 
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Therapeutic recreation (TR) is “inherently moral” (Sylvester, 2002, p. 315) 
because of its “significantly value-laden” nature (Widmer & Ellis, 1998, p. 290). Values 
are conditions, qualities, and actions deemed to be good for humans because those 
conditions, qualities, and actions contribute to what it means to live well as human 
beings (Sylvester, 2002; Widmer & Ellis, 1998). Among the values that occupy prominent 
positions in the profession are optimum health, full function, independence, freedom, 
leisure, recreation, autonomy, dignity, well-being, and flourishing. Relatedly, morals and 
ethics, terms often used interchangeably, refer to formally determining what values are 
actually good for human beings and organizing those into coherent conceptualizations 
of what it means to live well (Moral, n.d.; Sylvester, 2002, 2009). Ethics, a work attributed 
to Aristotle (2001), is one of the most well-known representations of determining and 
organizing values into a comprehensive framework of the good life. Taking an example 
from the work, Aristotle cogently and convincingly reasoned that wealth, a value held 
by many people, does play an important role in living well but only when it serves as 
a means, not as an end. In other words, the purpose of acquiring wealth is to secure 
other aspects of the good life such as education, food, and shelter and not to serve as 
the ultimate goal of life.

Due to the nature of TR, therapeutic recreation specialists (TRSs) are moral 
agents who help people with disabilities live well (Sylvester, 2002, 2009; Widmer & 
Ellis, 1998; Wise, 2014a, 2015). As moral agents, TRSs must possess “moral insight” 
(Sylvester, 2002, p. 315) about what it means to live well and frequently that insight is 
supplied by moral visions. A moral vision describes the kind of life people ought to live 
as human beings and specifies constituent values or elements of such a life (Donnelly, 
1985, 2013; MacIntyre, 1991, 2008). Elements indispensable for realizing “a particular 
moral vision” (Donnelly, 1985, p. 31) are identified and stipulated as human rights. 
Recently, Wise (2015) argued that leisure’s critical contributions to human flourishing 
and the concomitant need to experience leisure in order to live well demand leisure is 
recognized as a human right, a conclusion supported by Sager (2013) who announced 
“the objection that leisure lacks the level of importance to qualify as a human right is 
mistaken if it is essential for human flourishing” (p. 12).

Since the conditions denoted by human rights are necessary for people to live 
in a dignified manner and flourish (Cranston, 1973; Donnelly, 1985, 2013; Freeman, 
2011; MacIntyre, 1991, 2008; Sager, 2013; Sylvester, 1992), ensuring access to leisure 
is a moral imperative. Conversely, not providing or denying access to leisure are 
immoral actions because doing so prevents people from living well and violates their 
human dignity. This imperative was articulated by Sylvester (1992) when he declared 
guaranteeing people with disabilities’ “right to leisure” is “the morally correct purpose 
of therapeutic recreation” (p. 19). 

Accepting and fulfilling TR’s purpose is challenging due to people pursuing 
diverse moral visions (Dieser, 2002; Dieser & Peregoy, 1999; Nussbaum, 2006, 2013; 
Sylvester, 1992). The plurality of secular and religious moral visions demands TRSs 
employ an overarching guiding framework that is compatible with various views of 
the good life. The purpose of this article is to describe such a theory, the Capabilities 
Approach (Nussbaum, 2006, 2013), illustrate the theory’s compatibility with a moral 
vision of human flourishing recently presented in the TR literature (Wise, 2014a, 2015, 
2017) and discuss multiple implications for TR and TRSs if the theoretical framework 
is adopted, namely that professionals must function as social justice agents. 
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Capabilities Approach
The Capabilities Approach is a “basic theory of social justice” (Nussbaum, 2013, 

p. 19) that specifies a minimal set of conditions or capabilities a just society is charged 
with ensuring for all inhabitants including people with disabilities so they can live lives 
worthy of dignity (Nussbaum, 2009). Pertinent to the present discussion, the list of 
capabilities represents “important prerequisites of reasonable conceptions of human 
flourishing” and is compatible with “diverse possibilities of flourishing” (Nussbaum, 
2006, p. 182). Each capability is crucial for dignity so entries on the list are not fungible 
meaning a surplus of one condition does not make up for the scarcity or deprivation 
of another condition.

Capabilities and dignity are two of the approach’s primary components (Nussbaum, 
2006, 2013). A capability is the freedom to choose from a set of opportunities related 
to what one wants to do and be while human dignity is based on the belief that every 
person is worthy of equal respect and is to be treated as an end and not as a means. 
Equal respect demands every person has sufficient opportunities to develop, exercise 
and express capabilities they believe are important and that contribute to worthwhile, 
meaningful lives of their own choosing.

Due to their centrality, dignity and capabilities are now presented in more detail 
with recognition that the two are more accurately conceived of as being conjoined 
rather than discrete conceptions. Following the descriptions of dignity and capabilities, 
a third primary component of the approach, distributive justice, is briefly introduced 
because the conditions represented by capabilities are often designated as human rights 
to be acknowledged and protected by societies (Nussbaum, 2006, 2013).

Dignity. Dignity, formulating and executing a life plan, “is crucial for our 
well-being” (Sayer, 2011, p. 189). The concept is marked by two key, entwined, 
characteristics: autonomy and vulnerability (Sayer, 2011). First, autonomy is defined 
as “the opportunity to make of our lives what we wish” (Sylvester, 2005b, p. 5). Though 
often equated with individualism and independence (Ryan & Deci, 2000), autonomy 
is “inherently relational and interdependent” (Sylvester, 2005b, p. 3). People do not 
live their lives in isolation, rather, their lives unfold within the presence of and in 
cooperation with other people. For instance, if pheasant hunting is a leisure practice 
central to a person’s life plan, her choices regarding hunting are impacted by and 
impact other people. She must seek permission to hunt on private property, adhere 
to hunting rules and regulations, and coordinate hunting excursions with her fellow 
hunters, family and employer. She decides to hunt and be a hunter, but those decisions 
and resulting actions are extensively shaped by other people. In a second example, a 
person may decide he wants to join a knitting club, but in order for him to execute that 
decision he depends upon other people who like to knit and want to do so as a group. If 
there are no like-minded people, then he cannot exercise autonomy and join a knitting 
club.

Vulnerability, the second characteristic of dignity, stems from the fact that human 
bodies are developmental entities that progress through a series of temporal phases and 
are susceptible to disease, illness, and disability (MacIntyre, 1999; Nussbaum, 2006; 
Sayer, 2011). As a result, being human involves temporary and permanent fluctuations 
in dependency throughout life due to being born, growing old, and experiencing 
illnesses, accidents, nonsupportive environments and congenital conditions, situations 
that necessitate nourishment, care, support, and safety supplied by others. 
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Though seemingly counterintuitive, substantial dependency does not prevent 
autonomy nor dignity, as human beings are social animals who cooperate with one 
another. Cooperation fosters “the dignity and well-being of all people” (Nussbaum, 
2006, p. 2002) because it is a natural inclination and indispensable for securing valued 
goods (Marx, 1932/1966). Thus, to fully experience dignity, we must acknowledge 
that our vulnerability and accompanying dependence upon others are intrinsic and 
acceptable conditions of living well (Sayer, 2011). 

The interrelationship among autonomy, vulnerability, and dignity is revealed in 
the ensuing story recounted by a caregiver who learned how intricate the concept of 
freedom is from the woman she serves. The caregiver notes the woman, Mary, who is 
nonverbal and has multiple disabilities including Alzheimer’s disease, is 

one of the freest people I know…. She finds ways to live life fully without 
having the means most of us rely on, since her vision and language are 
severely limited…. Mary’s freedom is striking, but it also paradoxical. She has 
a real autonomy to follow her desires and insist that assistants help her to meet 
them, while simultaneously being totally dependent in terms of personal and 
home care (Cushing & Lewis, 2002, p. 184).

As Mary amply demonstrates and Sayer (2011) corroborates, the interrelationship 
among the three concepts is complex, “To be able to maintain some autonomy, make 
claims on others, and be effective despite our inevitable vulnerability and dependence 
on others is a source of dignity” (p. 215). 

Capabilities. A life worthy of human dignity requires capabilities or opportunities 
to exercise one’s powers in a range of domains. There are two interrelated types of 
capabilities: internal and combined (Nussbaum, 2013). Internal capabilities refer to 
innate powers and faculties such as hand-eye coordination, the capacity to reason, and 
propensity for emotional happiness (Seligman, 2002) that have been developed into 
skills, abilities, and traits. Combined capabilities refer to interactions between internal 
capabilities and the environment. Combined capabilities represent the extent to which 
people can cultivate, exercise, and express their internal capabilities in personally 
meaningful ways. To illustrate the relationship between the two types of capabilities, 
consider this very simple example: A woman develops her physical and mental powers 
and faculties into requisite skills for alpine snow skiing—this set of skills represents 
an internal capability. The woman lives in a region where there are multiple ski areas 
so she has the combined capabilities to ski and be a skier, and these, for her, are 
meaningful freedoms. When she chooses to ski, the resulting experiences contribute 
to a dignified life. To summarize, when people have ample, meaningful opportunities 
(i.e., combined capabilities) through which to execute their internal capabilities in a 
manner of their choosing they are said to live well. For the remainder of this article and 
keeping with the convention utilized by Nussbaum (2013), combined capabilities are 
termed capabilities.

Nussbaum (2013) deems 10 capabilities “central” (p. 70) or essential for living well. 
The Central Capabilities, enumerated below, summarize the contents of the original 
index (Nussbaum, 2006, pp. 76-78). 
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1. Life which is to be able to live a life of normal length.
2. Bodily Health which is to be able to experience good health and have access to 

adequate food and shelter.
 3. Bodily Integrity which is to be able to move safely from place to place, have 

opportunities for sexual satisfaction and be free from assault.
4. Senses, Imagination, and Thought which is to be able to use one’s senses, imagine 

and create works of one’s own doing, and reason in ways shaped by an adequate 
education. In addition, being able to experience pleasure, avoid pain, and exercise 
one’s senses, imagination, and reason in an environment supporting the freedoms 
of expression and religion.

5. Emotions which is to be able to develop attachments to other people and things.
6. Practical Reason which is to be able to conceptualize a life worthy of human dignity 

and plan for its attainment.
7. Affiliation which is to be able to live civilly with other people, engage in social 

interactions and take on the viewpoints of other people. In addition, affiliation is 
to be treated as a full fledge human being who deserves other people’s respect and 
conditions essential to a dignified life.

8. Other Species which is to be able to demonstrate respect for other living things and 
nature.

9. Play which is to be able to laugh, play and enjoy recreation and leisure.
10. Control over One’s Environment which is to be able to participate in the political 

process, possess property and engage in humanity affirming work.

At this point, capabilities are differentiated from functioning. Functioning refers 
to the exercise or realization of a capability. In the preceding skiing example, actually 
skiing at a ski area represents functioning. For Nussbaum, the focus is on capabilities 
rather than functioning, because choice and freedom play significant roles in human 
dignity. This means each person to some extent determines the specifics of human 
dignity. People are free to choose their moral visions and free to resolve how individual 
capabilities contribute to achieving the vision. To illustrate, for many citizens of 
democracies, the right to vote (i.e., capability) is an extremely important feature of their 
moral visions but they may choose to vote or not to vote. Whether or not they actually 
vote represents their functioning with respect to this capability. In another germane 
example, forcing people to engage in leisure practices (i.e., functioning) defeats the 
purpose of the corresponding capability because stripping people of the ability to 
decide whether or not to participate turns leisure into something other than leisure 
(Mobily, 1985; Sylvester, 1985, 2005b; Sylvester, Voelkl, & Ellis, 2001; Wise, 2014a).

Distributive justice. Nussbaum contends there is a minimum level or threshold 
amount of each capability mandatory for fostering human dignity. She does not 
establish thresholds; instead she challenges civil and political institutions to determine 
the minimum levels of each capability and ensure all people have access to the minimum 
levels. These actions are associated with distributive justice, a society’s obligation 
to provide inhabitants with conditions essential for their dignity and flourishing 
(Hemingway, 1987). This form of justice is based upon five propositions. First, there 
exists a moral vision of what it means to live well and knowledge of corresponding 
constituent conditions or goods. Second, people are entitled to access each condition 
up to a level that has been deemed necessary to experience dignity and flourishing. 
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Third, society is held responsible for making sure inhabitants can access each of the 
conditions at least up to respective threshold levels. Fourth, present inequalities in 
access to the conditions due to past injustices are discerned and rectified. Finally, 
restricted access to the conditions due to morally inculpable factors such as illnesses, 
diseases, and disabilities is mitigated and corrected.

Distributive justice is a relevant concern for people with disabilities because  
historically they have been denied full access to a number of Central Capabilities 
but the attention here is on leisure (Hemingway, 1987; Sylvester, 2011). Compared 
to people without disabilities, people with disabilities, especially those with severe 
disabilities, have far fewer opportunities to participate in a wide range of leisure 
practices due to the physical, mental and social barriers they encounter (Bullock, 
Mahon, & Killingsworth, 2010; Stumbo & Peterson, 2009; Stumbo, Wang, & Pegg, 
2011). The disparity in opportunities was caused, at least in part, by a multitude of 
discriminatory actions often based on morally inculpable factors such as disability or 
illness (Bullock et al., 2010). Therefore, distributive justice requires civil and political 
entities to provide affirmative material and institutional support to overcome the 
inequity and bring leisure opportunities for people with disabilities up to the threshold. 
Once justice is achieved, people with disabilities can pursue their moral visions and 
flourish. Actions for achieving equity are ascertained and addressed later on in this 
article in the implications section. 

Capabilities Approach and a Particular Moral Vision of Human Flourishing
The Capabilities Approach does not forward a particular moral vision. Instead, 

the theory was intentionally constructed to accommodate a plurality of religious 
and secular doctrines on the meaning of life (Nussbaum, 2006, 2013). The generality 
inherent in each capability and the approach as a whole supplies the flexibility for 
people to decide the specific content of each capability and how each capability factors 
into the fulfillment of their moral visions. The theory’s potential for compatibility 
is now explored utilizing a moral vision recently presented to the TR profession 
(Sylvester, 2009; Wise, 2014a, 2014b, 2015, 2017). The vision, based upon the scholarly 
publications of Alasdair MacIntyre (1999, 2007), postulates the ultimate goal of life as 
human flourishing. 

Nussbaum’s framework easily accommodates MacIntyre’s vision of human 
flourishing because the two theories share at least three foundational beliefs (MacIntyre, 
2007; Nussbaum, 2006). First, both are based upon Aristotle’s idea that living well 
entails acting ethically and excelling at what it means to be human over the course of 
our lifetimes (Aristotle, 2001). 

Second, both authors recognize human beings are distinguished by the capacity for 
reasoning. Moreover, this capacity is embedded in an animal body and both attributes 
are marked by dependence. Specifically, MacIntyre (1999) believes human beings are 
“dependent rational animals, whose dependence, rationality and animality have to 
be understood in relationship to each other” (p. 5). He contends the ability to reason 
is most accurately envisioned as a spectrum and people’s position on and movement 
along the continuum depends upon learning from others how to reason and become 
complex reasoners (Butts & Rich, 2004; MacIntyre, 1999). Also, because human bodies 
are animal bodies and thus vulnerable to impairments, people rely upon one another 
for care, protection, nourishment, and comfort. 
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Similarly, the Capabilities Approach views rationality and dependency as features 
of human nature necessitating their inclusion into what it means to live “a life that is 
worthy of human dignity” (Nussbaum, 2006, p. 155). The approach rejects conceptions 
of people “grounded in an idealized rationality” (Nussbaum, 2006, p. 126) and 
recognizes “human beings are inevitably dependent and interdependent,” which leads 
to the corollary “that dignity may be found in relations of dependency” (p. 218). More 
explicitly, because human beings have animal bodies, “bodily need, including the need 
for care, is a feature of our rationality and our sociability; it is one aspect of our dignity, 
then, rather than something to be contrasted with it” (p. 160). 

The third commonality between the two theories, and one vital to the present 
conversation, is the conviction that leisure plays a significant role in fostering human 
dignity and flourishing. This relationship has been substantiated philosophically and 
empirically (Anderson & Heyne, 2012a, 2012b; Carruthers & Hood, 2007; Heyne & 
Anderson, 2012; Hood & Carruthers, 2007; Nussbaum, 2006; Wise, 2014a, 2014b, 
2015) and recognized by Nussbaum (2013), who declared that “protecting leisure…is 
an important issue in creating a decent society” (p. 11).  

Human flourishing. A central element of MacIntyre’s (1999, 2007) moral vision of 
flourishing is excelling in practices which are “socially established cooperative human” 
activities that improve the lives of practitioners and contribute to a better society 
through the provision of high-quality services and goods (MacIntyre, 2007, p. 187). 
Practices include professions, social roles people play, such as mother and neighbor, 
and many leisure pursuits. Excelling at a practice requires achieving performance 
standards that are often centered on cultivating and exercising knowledge, skills, 
and abilities. When people achieve or exceed standards, they obtain internal goods 
including high-quality products, pleasure from crafting such products, enhanced well-
being, improved functioning, and camaraderie with other members. Internal goods 
are available to everyone who excels and enrich people’s lives and benefit society 
(MacIntyre, 2007). 

Excelling also requires people to act virtuously. At a minimum, people must be 
honest, just, and courageous, which means they are truthful in their dealings with 
other people, provide other people with what they are due, and do what is right even 
though doing so may result in unfavorable consequences for themselves (MacIntyre, 
1999, 2007). 

Leisure. One of the 10 Central Capabilities listed by Nussbaum encompasses 
the freedom to play, recreate, and participate in leisure practices. Excelling in leisure 
practices, conceptualized in MacIntyrian terms, contributes to the flourishing of 
practitioners with disabilities as illustrated with quad rugby (Sylvester, 2007; Wise, 
2010, 2014b). 

Quad rugby, also called wheelchair rugby, is a mixture of wheelchair basketball, 
ice hockey, and rugby (International Wheelchair Rugby Federation, 2017). The 
practice was created by people with quadriplegia for people with quadriplegia because 
there were a limited number of opportunities for people with significant physical 
impairments to participate in sports. Participation in quad rugby can lead to “exuberant 
flourishing” (Garland-Thomson, 2007, p. 115; Patterson & Pegg, 2009) when players 
attain designated standards. Technically, they must effectively maneuver with the ball, 
make long and accurate passes, set picks, and sprint fast (Yilla & Sherrill, 1998). They 
must also abide by clearly defined rules and regulations (United States Quad Rugby 
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Association, 2017a). In addition, players learn ethical conduct entails being honest by 
acknowledging they do not know everything about the practice; just by recognizing 
the contributions of prior players who created and sustained the practice; courageous 
by fighting against injustices and discrimination perpetrated against people with 
quadriplegia; and good sports by not slapping, hitting, or punching other players 
(Garland-Thomson, 2007; Goodwin et al., 2009; Lindemann & Cherney, 2008; United 
States Quad Rugby Association, 2017b).

Players who attain the technical and ethical standards report multiple internal 
goods. They experience increased freedom, independence, health, functioning, 
and confidence in various domains of life, friendship, personal growth, greater 
understanding of one’s disability, identity as a rugby player, sense of belonging, and 
competition (Goodwin et al., 2009; Lindemann & Cherney, 2008). These goods lead 
participants to identifying themselves as rugby players and living lives worthy of 
human dignity centered on excelling at quad rugby (Goodwin et al., 2009; Garland-
Thomson, 2007; Zupan & Swanson, 2006). 

Quad rugby empowers people with disabilities, but its effects extend beyond, 
beneficially impacting people without disabilities. The practice promotes athleticism, 
control over one’s life, and physicality, qualities that challenge stereotypes of people 
with disabilities as dependent, passive, weak, fragile, and unable to flourish (Garland-
Thomson, 2007; Goodwin et al., 2009; Lindemann & Cherney, 2008). The practice 
redefines disability in positive terms and players take pride in being people with 
disabilities (Lindemann & Cherney, 2008; Zupan & Swanson, 2006). Furthermore, 
people without disabilities come to view quad rugby players and, more generally, people 
with severe physical impairments as capable human beings who live rich, meaningful 
lives worthy of human dignity (Zupan & Swanson, 2006).

As deduced from the preceding description and related scholarship (Wise, 2014a, 
2014b, 2017), excelling in leisure practices influences other capabilities. For example, 
playing quad rugby can enhance physical and mental health and contribute to life 
longevity, lead to emotionally meaningful personal relationships, expand reasoning 
abilities, promote the development of vocational skills, stimulate pleasure, and exercise 
one’s senses and imagination. Future research should closely examine and report how 
excelling in leisure practices impacts the other capabilities. 

Implications for TR 
The preceding discussion reveals the promise for a functional union between 

the Capabilities Approach and TR. This potentially promising union was perceived 
by Sylvester (2011), who illustrated each capability’s congruency with the TR 
profession and the theoretical framework’s potential for guiding TR services. Aligning 
with Sylvester, Heyne, and Anderson (2012) called the Capabilities Approach “a 
tremendously relevant and comprehensive framework for therapeutic recreation” (p. 
122) that can help TRSs “improve quality of life and well-being for individuals and 
their communities” (p. 124). Unfortunately, beyond the works authored by these few 
scholars, the approach has received scant attention from TRSs. Therefore, the goal of 
this section is to extend Sylvester’s introduction by exploring implications of Heyne 
and Anderson’s statement. As a whole, the implications call for TRSs to embrace the 
role of social justice agent. 
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One consequence of adopting Nussbaum’s (2006) framework is an explicit emphasis 
on securing and maintaining distributive justice. Intuitively, the TR profession rises to 
the forefront when thinking of societal entities well positioned to safeguard people’s 
capability to leisure (Donnelly, 1985; Hemingway, 1987; Sylvester, 1985, 1992; Wise, 
2015). In fact, 30 years ago, Hemingway (1987) made a convincing case for TR serving 
as an institution with the goal of ensuring the just distribution of opportunities to 
participate in leisure practices. The case is easy to make as the profession already 
promotes human dignity and flourishing by advocating for the exercise and enjoyment 
of the human right to leisure (Sylvester, 1992, 2002, 2005a; Wise, 2015). 

Distributive justice assumes that an ample minimum or threshold amount 
of a condition or good has been determined, and this amount becomes the goal in 
terms of what is made available for each person (Nussbaum, 2013). An examination 
of TR literature suggests setting the threshold at having opportunities to experience 
leisure every day. The Leisure Ability practice model states TR services nurture the 
development of a leisure lifestyle defined as “the day-to-day behavioral expression of 
one’s leisure-related … activities” (Peterson, 1981, as cited in Stumbo & Peterson, 2009, 
p. 14). Two other TR practice models, Leisure and Well-Being (Carruthers & Hood, 
2007) and Flourishing through Leisure (Anderson & Heyne, 2016), corroborate the 
need for experiencing leisure every day. The Leisure and Well-Being model aims for 
“positive affect, emotion, and experience on a daily basis” that stem from engaging 
in leisure practices (Carruthers & Hood, 2007, p. 279). Anderson and Heyne (2016) 
reiterate the aim when they state that partaking in leisure each day fosters positive 
emotions, a key feature of well-being.

Several recent empirical research studies employing within-person analyses 
substantiate the relationship between daily leisure and multiple markers of well-
being, including positive affect. In one study, people who engaged in daily leisure 
reported more happiness and interest in activities, and less sadness and stress while 
engaged compared to when they were not engaged (Zawadzki, Smyth, & Costigan, 
2015). Another study found that daily leisure buffered the effects of daily stressors 
by promoting positive affect (Qian, Yarnal, & Almeida, 2014). This outcome was 
most apparent among people who typically experienced less daily leisure and were 
busier with obligations; they increased their leisure on hectic days to cope with the 
strain caused by obligations. A third, very recent investigation (Menard, Foucreault, 
Stevens, Trepanier, & Flaxman, 2017) extending a previous analysis (Sonnentag, 2001), 
discovered when people boosted their involvement in daily physically and socially 
oriented leisure activities they experienced more positive and less negative emotions.

The standard of being able to access leisure every day is general but, in line with 
the Capabilities Approach, the imprecision is compatible with diverse conceptions 
of dignity and flourishing. The generality permits people to determine how much 
involvement in a particular configuration of individual leisure practices best fulfills 
their moral visions. 

Future empirical research must be conducted to ascertain if experiencing leisure 
daily is sufficient for nurturing dignity and flourishing. If not, then scholars ought to 
conduct further inquiries in an effort to discover a minimal amount of leisure that 
advances dignity and flourishing.

Distributive justice is especially relevant for people with disabilities “who are in one 
fashion or another unable to take full enjoyment in the distribution of society’s benefits” 
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(Hemingway, 1987, p. 12), including the capability of leisure. Thus, distributive justice 
requires TRSs to embrace the role of social justice agent and undertake at least three 
broad actions to overcome the deficit, bringing leisure opportunities for people with 
disabilities up to the threshold. One action to redress the existing disparity is utilizing 
the strengths based approach when designing TR services. Professionals can draw 
upon the burgeoning related literature (Anderson & Heyne, 2012a, 2012b, 2013, 2016; 
Heyne & Anderson, 2012; Hood & Carruthers, 2016a, 2016b; Wise, 2016; Witman, 
Jacob, Anderson, Heyne, & Malcarne, 2014) which furnishes directions on how to 
facilitate human flourishing and dignity by altering personal and environmental factors. 
Alterations lead to increased opportunities for people with disabilities to participate 
in personally meaningful leisure practices. Fortunately, a number of TR programs 
created to increase the number of opportunities for service recipients to experience 
leisure are readily available (Hood & Carruthers, 2016a). To illustrate, one program 
targeting people with mental health issues receiving treatment in an outpatient setting 
is described in great detail in an accompanying article (Hood & Carruthers, 2016b). 

Relatedly, Sylvester (2005b) presented a strengths-based approach to cultivating 
autonomy among people with disabilities. Building upon the work of Collopy (1996), 
he called for TRSs to “be the chief architect of everyday autonomy” (p. 16), since there 
is not another “professional service besides therapeutic recreation and a condition 
other than leisure that are better suited to preserve and promote autonomy” (p. 14). 
Everyday autonomy springs from people making daily decisions about issues such as 
what leisure practices to engage in and with whom, what to eat, what to wear, and when 
to go to bed. These simple yet personally meaningful decisions can help autonomy 
thrive and contribute to a positive sense of self and construction of a worthwhile, 
dignified life. Autonomy can be further enhanced when TRSs recognize there are two 
kinds of autonomy; the autonomy to make decisions and the autonomy to carry out 
those decisions (Sylvester, 2005b). People who experience severe physical and mental 
impairments are more likely to be capable of making decisions rather executing those 
decisions. In such situations, the environment needs to be structured to provide 
people with assistance for realizing their decisions. Assistance may be in the form of 
physically accessible facilities, adapted leisure equipment, openness to alternative ways 
of engaging in leisure practices, and personnel who are competent at serving people 
with disabling conditions. 

TR is well suited for serving as a just institution, but considering the enormity of 
the task, the profession, as suggested by Wise (2015), should take the second action of 
collaborating with other like-minded organizations such as the National Recreation 
and Park Association (NRPA) and World Leisure Organization (WL). NRPA, formed 
in 1965, partners with governmental agencies, other nonprofits and supportive 
businesses to advance the cause of community-based recreation by addressing social 
equity, health and wellness, and conservation-related issues (Carter & Van Andel, 2011; 
National Recreation and Park Association, 2017). In particular, NRPA and its partners 
conduct research on the value of recreation and use the findings to educate society and 
promote public policy aimed at assuring recreation opportunities are accessible for all 
people. 

WL was formed in 1956 to advance leisure as a human right (Edginton, 2013). The 
international organization accomplishes its mission by publishing treatises on leisure, 
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conducting research, disseminating relevant data, providing technical assistance, 
sponsoring information exchange forums, and advocating for the expansion of 
opportunities for all people, including people with disabilities, to experience leisure 
(Edginton, 2013). With respect to advocacy, WL calls on individuals, institutions, 
communities, and governments to take promotional actions such as enacting proactive 
legislation and policies, respecting diverse ways of living, championing supportive 
programs and organizations, and educating society about the value of leisure.

Collaborating with entities such as NRPA and WL to address distributive justice, 
though critical, is not enough to assure successful completion of the task. Thus, a third 
action is required, significantly transforming TR’s orientation and the scope of content 
covered in the career preparation of TRSs (Sylvester, 2011). First, TR needs to move 
from a predominate emphasis on treating individuals to a comprehensive perspective 
that encompasses social, physical, and economic environments. Leisure practices, like 
people, are embedded in contexts, and so leisure capabilities and functioning reflect 
the influence of environmental as well as personal factors. To illustrate, strengthening 
people’s self-efficacy toward participating in leisure practices may not be effective in 
increasing their functioning if the attitudes of leisure service providers are negative, 
facilities are inaccessible, personal funds are extremely limited due to unemployment, 
or there are no viable opportunities or capabilities to participate in the leisure practices. 
Consequently, effectual treatment would concentrate on modifying the myriad personal 
and ecological factors impacting a given circumstance (Howe-Murphy & Charboneau, 
1987; Wise, 2016). Fortunately, the broader treatment perspective is becoming more 
commonplace in contemporary scholarship. The view is especially apparent in the 
strengths-based approach to TR (Anderson & Heyne, 2012a, 2012b; Carruthers & 
Hood, 2007; Heyne & Anderson, 2012; Hood & Carruthers, 2007, 2016a, 2016b) and 
articles investigating alternative approaches to understanding the phenomenon of 
disability (Mobily, 2015; Mobily, Walter, & Finley, 2015; Sylvester, 2014; Wise, 2016).

Second, in order to be efficacious agents of social change, TRSs must possess 
knowledge, skills, and abilities beyond that directly linked to the traditional TR process 
of assessment, planning, implementation, evaluation, and documentation. They need 
to gain competencies “in law, activism, diversity, advocacy, languages, negotiation, 
communication, human relations, group process, systems thinking, critical thinking, 
and community development” (Sylvester, 2011, p. 100). Oftentimes, these topics are 
not sufficiently covered during professional preparation, a situation that demands 
immediate attention from the major stakeholders. Representatives from the National 
Council on Therapeutic Recreation Certification (NCTRC), American Therapeutic 
Recreation Association (ATRA), and higher education academic programs are strongly 
urged to convene a work group. The work group is to be charged with compiling 
knowledge, skills, and abilities required for performing the role of social justice agent 
well, and integrating the requirements into certification prerequisites, professional 
expectations, standards, and codes of ethics, and career preparation curricula.  

Conclusion
Since leisure is essential for people to live dignified lives, it is our moral obligation 

as human beings, a society, and TRSs to guarantee people with disabilities’ “right to 
leisure” (Sylvester, 1992, p. 19) as manifested in the freedom for them to participate in a 
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wide variety of leisure practices (Nussbaum, 2006, 2009; Wise, 2015). Doing so “allows 
people to … realize many of the personal values that constitute their” moral visions 
(Sylvester, 1992, pp. 15-16). Conversely, preventing or hindering people from enjoying 
their entitlement to leisure are immoral actions because doing so stunts their personal 
growth which deprives society of the contributions they may have made if they had 
fully developed into what it means to be human (Hemingway, 1987). Successfully 
fulfilling our obligation enables people to live well, a laudable goal worthy of our best 
efforts as agents of social justice.  
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