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Abstract

There is a lack of an international and multicultural context 
in recreation therapy practices for people with physical 
disabilities. The purpose of this study was to investigate 
the contribution of leisure participation to personal growth 
among Korean individuals with a physical disability. Using 
hierarchical multiple regression analysis, this study found 
that frequent participation in outdoor and social activities 
were statistically significant predictors of personal 
growth. This study supports the efficacy of recreational 
therapists using social and outdoor activity interventions 
to address client’s goals for enhanced personal growth and 
psychological well-being. 
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Introduction
Individuals with physical disabilities experience various challenges associated 

with limited physical function (Patel & Brown, 2017). Prior research has suggested that 
individuals with physical disabilities are at risk of social isolation, poorer educational 
outcomes, lower employment, and less engagement in physical activities than the 
general population (Shirazipour et al., 2017; Turner & Turner, 2004). From social and 
psychological perspectives on a physical disability, individuals with physical disabilities 
report low self-esteem and tend to develop a negative self-concept and self-image 
(Arbour, Latimer, Ginis, & Jung, 2007; McCaughey & Strohmer, 2005). Furthermore, 
individuals with physical disabilities report high levels of psychological distress, such 
as depression, isolation, or anxiety (Barg, Armstrong, Hetz, & Latimer, 2010; Lude, 
Kennedy, Evans, Lude, & Beedie, 2005).  

While individuals with physical disabilities are often stigmatized and thus 
experience negative consequences, a growing body of literature provides compelling 
evidence of the potential of personal growth as a catalyst for counteracting these negative 
consequences. Empirical studies have found that leisure engagement facilitates an 
experience of personal growth that serves as a rehabilitative component (Freudenberg 
& Arlinghaus, 2010; Kim, Kim, & Park, 2016). These findings stress the importance 
of personal growth experience as it contributes to happiness and life satisfaction. For 
example, Paralympic swimmers experienced social and personal acceptance from 
others and strengthened their team identity, resulting in personal growth (Pack, Kelly, 
& Arvinen-Barrow, 2017). 

In the field of recreation therapy, personal growth can be considered a primary 
objective of the practice. Achieving personal growth involves the recognition of 
one’s potential and the continuous development of oneself as a person, emphasizing 
the confrontation of new challenges throughout life (Sagone & Caroli, 2014). One 
potential benefit of personal exploration and growth is that individuals can develop 
self-understanding and enhance life, as well as gain insights into how to manage stress, 
anger, and anxiety (Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen, 2003). In addition, Anderson and 
Heyne (2012) proposed that therapeutic recreation is an avenue to facilitate positive 
feelings about life. 

In spite of the importance of personal growth among individuals with physical 
disabilities, there is a paucity of research regarding what types of leisure activities 
contribute to personal growth among individuals with physical disabilities. If 
recreational therapists understand a certain leisure activity contributes to personal 
growth, this information helps recreational therapists select evidence-based programs 
and activities to support our goals and objectives. In addition, there is a lack of an 
international and multicultural context in recreation therapy practices for individuals 
with physical disabilities. Iwasaki (2007) stated that “culture played an essential role 
in facilitating this meaning-making and life quality enhancing mechanism of leisure” 
(p. 251). He proposed that the concept of leisure is based on an ethnocentric Western 
construct. Therefore, it is important to explore and understand the relationship 
between leisure types and health benefits such as personal growth among individuals 
influenced by a different cultural setting. 
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Literature Review

Personal Growth and Leisure
The field of positive psychology has received increasing attention from 

rehabilitation researchers as it emphasizes human strengths and capacities for thriving 
(Buntinx, 2013; Chou et al., 2013). The core value of positive psychology theory is 
to discover the inner strength and abilities of an individual (Seligman, 2002). Based 
on this theory, personal growth has been linked to dimensions of psychological well-
being in general (Ivtzan, Chan, Gardner, & Prashar, 2013). Researchers have provided 
evidence that the experience of personal growth is positively linked to well-being and 
health among individuals with disabilities (Dedi & Brown, 2005; Park & Al, 2006; 
Porcellia, Ungara, Liebenberga, & Trépanierb, 2014). For example, prior studies have 
found that individuals who reported higher levels of personal growth experienced lower 
levels of psychological distress and a greater sense of purpose in their interpersonal 
relationships and in life in general (Blackie, Jayawickreme, Forgeard, & Jayawickreme, 
2015; Robitschek & Keyes, 2009). 

Leisure scholars have proposed that leisure engagement facilitates the experience 
of personal growth (Arai, Griffin, Miatello, & Greig, 2008; Griffin, 2005; Iwasaki & 
Bartlett, 2006). Holahan et al. (2011) examined the relationship between personal 
growth and leisure-time physical activity among middle-aged women and found that 
leisure-time physical activity was an important means of increasing personal growth 
in women in early midlife. In another study, Nimrod (2007) examined leisure activities 
among retirees and found that leisure activities such as independent home activities 
had a positive correlation with self-expression and personal development, as well as 
life satisfaction. Brown, McGuire, and Voelkl (2008) found that older adults involved in 
shag dancing experienced personal growth including self-enrichment, self-expression, 
enhancement of self-image, regeneration of self, and self-gratification. 

In terms of the relationship between leisure and personal growth among 
individuals with physical disabilities, personal strength is associated with health 
benefits such as happiness and life satisfaction (Chun & Lee, 2008). For example, 
Kim, Kim, and Park (2016) explored the relationship between personal growth, life 
satisfaction, and happiness among individuals with physical disabilities. The results 
showed that experiencing new life possibilities, experiencing spirituality, and gaining 
an appreciation of life were associated with life satisfaction, and that recognizing new 
life possibilities and developing personal growth predicted happiness. 

Freudenberg and Arlinghaus (2010) also reported the social and self-improvement 
benefits of participating in recreational fishing among recreational anglers with 
physical disabilities. They found that those with disabilities, compared to recreational 
anglers without disabilities, experienced greater personal development and growth, 
including the enhancement of self-esteem/self-confidence, self-determination, and 
self-mastery. Similarly, volunteering led to the experience of posttraumatic growth 
among individuals with spinal cord injury (Chun & Lee, 2008). Furthermore, Kim 
and Kim (2014) reported that participation in  recreation therapy programs facilitated 
stress-related growth such as strengthened interpersonal relationships, increased self-
esteem, and enhanced personal strength among middle-aged Korean women with 
depression. 
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Study Purpose
This study aimed to explore the types of leisure activities associated with 

personal growth for individuals with physical disabilities. More specifically, this study 
examined involvement in specific types of leisure activities as potential predictors 
of personal growth. In physical rehabilitation settings, recreational therapists design 
and implement various types of leisure activities for health promotion and health 
protection among individuals with physical disabilities. This study also aimed to 
provide practical suggestions and insights on program design and program content for 
recreational therapists, taking into consideration cultural differences. For this study, we 
selected Korean individuals with physical disabilities for the following reasons. First, 
there is a lack of an international and multicultural context in professional practices 
for individuals with disabilities from Eastern cultural settings. In addition, as of 2014, 
the number of South Koreans who have some form of a physical disability is over 1.4 
million, comprising 2.82% of the total population (National Disability Survey, 2014). 
Despite an increasing number of individuals with physical disabilities, this group has 
been understudied and, in particular, no previous study has explored the contribution 
of leisure engagement to personal growth.

 Methods

Participants and Procedure
This study adopted a purposive sampling strategy to recruit participants. The 

criteria for this study were that participants were over 18 years old and had physical 
disabilities. The research team collected data from various types of adaptive sports 
centers, rehabilitation centers, and local hospitals. At each site, the team provided 
brief instructions on the purpose of the research, consent forms, and other necessary 
information. It took approximately 20 minutes to complete the survey on site. 
Participation was voluntary, and the responses were anonymous. Among approximately 
300 surveys distributed, a total of 254 surveys were completed. However, after 
discarding unmarked and unreliable data (with responses marked in a straight line 
etc.), 238 surveys were used for data analysis. 

Of the respondents, 53.8% were male and 46.2% were female. The respondents’ 
ages ranged from 20 to 80 (Mean = 40.4, SD =16.7). Regarding marital status, 39.9% 
were married, 39.5% were single, 10.1% were divorced, and 9.2% were cohabitating. In 
terms of types of a physical disability, over half the participants had cerebral palsy (N = 
123), followed by those who had a spinal cord injury (N = 63), muscular dystrophy (N = 
19), and others (N = 33). An overview of the participants’ demographic characteristics 
is provided in Table 1. The university reviewed and approved all study procedures 
(ID:0041).

Instruments 
Personal growth. This study used seven items specific to measure personal 

growth from the 21 items on the Measures of Psychological Well-being (Ryff, 1989) 
as a dependent variable. Participants were asked to rate their overall experience of 
personal growth on each of the 7 items using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = “very strongly 
disagree” to 7 = “very strongly agree”). Examples of items included: “For me, life has 
been a continuous process of learning, changing, and growing” and “I have the sense 
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that I have developed a lot as a person over time.” Higher scores for each item indicated 
better personal growth. Cronbach’s alpha for this personal growth scale was .87.

Leisure participation involvement. A modified version of Leisure Participation 
Involvement Scale (LPI; Ragheb, 1980) was utilized to measure the frequency of leisure 
participation as an independent variable. This study adopted a Korean version of the 
LPI used in a previous study (Kim, Heo, & Lee, 2016). The modified LPI has been widely 
used in leisure studies (Chun, Lee, Kim, & Heo, 2012; Kim, Heo, & Lee; 2016). The six 

Table 1

Participant Characteristics

Characteristics             N             %

Age  
 20-29 88 37.0
 30-39 34 14.3
 40-49 26 10.9
 50-59 47 19.7
 60-69 39 16.4
 70-79 4 1.7

Sex  
 Male 128 53.8
 Female 110 46.2
 Education  
 Middle School 15 6.3
 High School 68 28.6
 Some College  24 10.1
 College graduate 103 43.3
 Graduate school 20 8.4
 Others 5 2.1
 Missing 3 1.3

Marital status   
 Single 94 39.5
 Partnered/Cohabitation 22 9.2
 Married 95 39.9
 Divorced/Widowed 24 10.1
 Missing 3 1.3

Type of Disability  
 Cerebral Palsy 123 52
 Spinal Cord Injury 63 26
 Muscular Dystrophy 19 8
 Others 33 14
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leisure activity categories were (a) outdoor activities such as hiking, camping, and/or 
biking; (b) physical activities such as exercise, sports, and/or other physical activities; 
(c) hobbies and indoor activities such as painting, playing a musical instrument, and/
or reading; (d) cultural activities and entertainment such as playing computer games, 
attending movies, concerts, and/or visiting museums; (e) social activities such as 
socializing with friends, eating out, traveling, and/or family time; and (f) volunteer 
activities. The participants were asked to rate the degree of their leisure participation 
in each activity category on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = “very strongly disagree” to 7 = 
“very strongly agree”). 

Data Analysis
In this study, descriptive analyses (e.g., means, SD) were calculated to identify 

the central tendency and distribution of study variables. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
scores were calculated to examine the reliability of variables (e.g., Personal growth). 
Pearson’s zero order correlation coefficients were analyzed to examine the relationships 
between study variables. Finally, we conducted a hierarchical multiple regression 
analysis to investigate the relationship between independent variables (e.g., types of 
leisure activities, gender, and age) and personal growth. The hierarchical regression 
according to logical procedure allows researchers to arrange the order of entry of 
variables in order of theoretical importance (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). To examine 
the contribution of each block to explained variance (R2) on personal growth, two 
blocks of independent variables were sequentially entered into the regression model. 
For the first block, demographic variables were entered into the regression model, 
while the second block consisted of all the demographic variables and types of leisure 
activities. This two-block analysis allowed examination of the contribution of research 
variables controlling for the effects of demographic variables.

Results
Table 2 shows means and standard deviations of six types of leisure activities 

and personal growth variables. In general, the participants reported experiencing 
high levels of personal growth (M = 4.59, SD = 1.14). In terms of frequency of leisure 
engagement, they reported frequent participation in cultural activities (M = 4.69, SD = 
1.59), social activities (M = 4.61, SD = 1.52), outdoor activities (M = 3.98, SD = 1.65), 
hobbies and indoor activities (M = 3.90, SD = 1.73), physical activities (M = 3.47, SD = 
1.79), and volunteer activities (M = 3.07, SD = 1.71).

The Pearson correlation coefficient matrix illustrates significant statistical 
relationships between demographic variables, leisure activities participation, and 
personal growth (See Table 3). In terms of different types of leisure participation, 
involvement in social activities demonstrated the highest and positive correlation 
with personal growth (r = .540, p < .01). The result indicates that the respondents 
who engaged in social activities frequently were more likely to report higher levels of 
personal growth. Personal growth was also positively and moderately related to other 
types of leisure activities such as cultural activities (r = .369, p < .01), outdoor activities 
(r = .328, p < .01), hobbies and indoor activities (r = .312, p < .01), and volunteer 
activities (r = .306, p < .01). In addition, personal growth had a statistically significant 
and positive relationship to physical activities (r = .299, p < .01), but the correlation 
coefficient was weak compared to other types of leisure activities. Table 3 shows that 
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Table 2

Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables (N=238)

Variables    Mean SD

Outdoor Activities (OA) 3.98 1.65
Physical Activities (PA) 3.47 1.79
Hobbies and Indoor Activities (HIA) 3.90 1.73
Cultural Activities (CA) 4.69 1.59
Social Activities (SA) 4.61 1.52
Volunteer Activities (VA) 3.07 1.71
Personal Growth (PG) 4.59 1.14

Table 3 

Pearson Correlations for Study Variables

Variables Gender       Age       OA         PA       HIA        CA       SA    VA PG

Gender 1        
Age -.217** 1       
OA .094 -.008 1      
PA .100 -.071 .566** 1     
HIA .123 -.223** .305** .273** 1    
CA .160* -.326** .365** .244** .516** 1   
SA .095 -.104 .278** .377** .353** .525** 1  
VA -.061 -.102 .339** .413** .386** .294** .471** 1 
PG .043 -.029 .328** .299** .312** .369** .540** .306** 1

Note. * p<.05, ** p<.01 
Outdoor Activities (OA), Physical Activities (PA), Hobbies and Indoor Activities (HIA), Cul-
tural Activities (CA), Social Activities (SA), Volunteer Activities (VA), Personal Growth (PG)
 
correlation coefficients among different types of leisure activities and personal growth 
ranged from .244 to .566 in magnitude. The results of the Pearson correlation analysis 
demonstrated that problems associated with multicollinearity were not an issue with 
coefficients of this magnitude (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).

Hierarchical multiple regression analysis was conducted to examine the proportion 
of observed variance in personal growth explained by the independent variables. Table 
4 shows that frequent participation in outdoor and social activities were statistically 
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significant predictors of personal growth (R2 Change = .336, p < .001). This indicates 
that approximately 34% of the variance in predicting personal growth was explained 
by frequency of participation in outdoor (β = .154, p < .05) and social activities (β = 
.443, p < .001) after controlling for demographic variables. A higher frequency of social 
activities participation was the strongest predictor of personal growth among these 
research variables.

Table 4
Hierarchical Regression of Personal Growth 

Variables               B    SE         β

Block 1    
 Gender .088  .153 .039
 Age -.001  .005 -.021
 R2 Change  .002  
 N  238  

Block 2    
 Gender -.056  .129 -.025
 Age .004  .004 .051
 Outdoor Activities (OA) .107  .048 .154*
 Physical Activities (PA) .011  .045 .017
 Hobbies and Indoor Activities (HIA) .065  .044 .098
 Cultural Activities (CA) .035  .054 .049
 Social Activities (SA) .334  .053 .443***
 Volunteering Activities (VA) -.007  .045 -.011
 R2 Change  .336***  
 N  238  

Note: *p < .05, ***p < .001

Discussion
This study sought to explore the types of leisure activities associated with personal 

growth among Korean individuals with physical disabilities. The results of this 
study suggest that certain types of activities are associated with personal growth. In 
particular, participation in social and outdoor activities was positively associated with 
personal growth, which can contribute to psychological well-being. It also suggests that 
designing and implementing a variety of social and outdoor activities is a valid option 
for recreation therapy service. 

Prior studies have documented the value of social activity participation for health 
benefits such as happiness, social support, and disability acceptance among individuals 
with disabilities (Jang, Mortimer, Haley, & Graves, 2004; Levasseur, Desrosiers, & 
Noreau, 2004). In a recent study, Korean individuals with physical disabilities who 
preferred to engage in social activities reported higher levels of health perception, life 
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satisfaction, and disability acceptance (Kim, Schilling, Kim, & Han, 2016). The findings 
of this study extend the body of knowledge that social activity participation facilitates 
the experience of personal growth. Furthermore, these findings suggest that social 
activity offers rich opportunities for individuals with a physical disability to socialize 
with others who may facilitate personal growth.

The cultural background of Korean individuals with physical disabilities is related 
to the importance of social activity for personal growth. According to Markus and 
Kitayama (1991), cultural differences exist in the pattern of reciprocal relationship 
between the individual and the group. They proposed that Korean individuals tend 
to regard themselves with an interdependent view of the self and emphasize the value 
of social relationships. In our study, Korean individuals with physical disabilities 
may demonstrate collectivistic ideas and thoughts that reflect on the value of social 
engagement with others. In addition, Suh and Oishi (2004) stated, “happiness in North 
America is essentially attained via personal achievement and self-esteem, whereas 
happiness in East Asia is attained via supportive social relationships” (p. 220). This 
indicates that participants in social activities can create and develop positive social 
relationships that contribute to personal growth and happiness. 

The current study suggests that participants who engaged in outdoor activity were 
likely to experience personal growth. Davis-Berman and Berman (1994) observed the 
natural environment itself has benefits on one’s health, and point out this notion has a 
long history in many different cultures. Examples include Native Americans belief that 
a state of health exists when a person lives in harmony with nature (Portman & Garrett, 
2006), or the Japanese healing tradition of Forest Bathing (Hansen, Jones, & Tocchini, 
2017). Previous findings indicate that individuals engaged in outdoor recreation 
experience personal growth such as self-esteem, personal locus of control, self-
determination, and self-mastery (Freudenberg & Arlinguaus, 2010; Hendee & Brown, 
1987; Mitten, 1992). The results of the current study expand the body of literature 
suggesting outdoor activities as essential therapeutic programming for individuals 
with physical disabilities to increase personal growth. 

Nimrod (2007) examined leisure activities among retirees and found that leisure 
activities such as independent home activities had a positive correlation with self- 
expression and personal development, as well as life satisfaction. However, in our 
study, no predictive relationship was found between hobbies and indoor activities and 
personal growth even though a high frequency of participation was reported. Our 
analysis of this result is that Korean individuals with physical disabilities are likely 
to spend time alone and pursue sedentary leisure activities at home. Thus, a passive 
leisure at home cannot be related to personal growth experience. 

Prior studies have reported the importance of leisure-time physical activity to 
increase perceived health (Holahan et al., 2011; McDonald, 2002). However, in our 
study, leisure-time physical activity was not a significant contributor to personal growth 
among Korean individuals with physical disabilities. Our interpretation of this result is 
that individuals with physical disabilities may have different levels of physical challenges, 
health beliefs, and behaviors that affect their participation in physical activity as well as 
their personal growth. From the cultural standpoint, Korean culture emphasizes group 
harmony and interdependence (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). In a leisure-time physical 
activity setting, it would be more beneficial for recreational therapists to design group-
based physical activities for individuals with physical disabilities. Through group-



210

Kim, Chun, Kim, Han, and Hodges

based physical activities, individuals with physical disabilities can experience personal 
growth and improve health perceptions. 

There are several limitations on this study. First, participants may have different 
types of disability (i.e., congenital or acquired) and degrees of impairment that affect 
their participation in recreation therapy programs. This study did not examine this 
relationship. If future research investigates the relationship between type of disability 
and degree of disabling conditions, it could provide insight into how to design 
appropriate individualized therapeutic recreation programs for individuals with 
physical disabilities, taking into consideration cultural and personal factors. Next, as 
a dependent variable, this study focused on the experience of personal growth. There 
may be other possible outcomes such as life satisfaction and quality of life. Future 
study is needed to explore what types of leisure affect life satisfaction and quality of life 
among individuals with physical disabilities from differing cultures. This future study 
can provide practical suggestions for designing and organizing meaningful programs 
for diverse cultures.

Conclusions and Implications
 This study showed that engagement in social and outdoor activities is associated 

with personal growth among Korean individuals with physical disabilities. This 
evidence has therapeutic implications and provides guidance to recreational therapists. 
According to Sagone and Caroli (2014), personal growth requires the recognition of 
one’s potential and continuous development of oneself as a person, emphasizing the 
confrontation of new challenges throughout life. Engaging clients with activities that 
challenge the status quo and bring to light a person’s potential, may enhance personal 
growth and ultimately quality of life. Recreational therapists also need to focus more 
on clients’ strengths and capabilities rather than their challenges and limitations. 
By helping clients to recognize their abilities, they may be strongly encouraged to 
participate in purposefully delivered programs and gain health benefits.

In addition, recreational therapists are encouraged to develop a variety of social 
events and activities for clients with physical disabilities. By engaging with various 
forms of social activities and social groups, clients with physical disabilities can form 
and develop interpersonal relationships and receive social support from the community 
and other participants. Engagement in social activities for positive interpersonal 
interactions appears to be culturally appropriate for clients who are influenced by 
collectivism and interdependence. 

In pursuit of outdoor recreational activities, clients with physical disabilities 
may encounter various challenges to engagement, such as mobility and accessibility 
issues as well as a lack of opportunities and resources. To facilitate participation in 
outdoor recreation programs, it may be necessary for recreational therapists to expand 
their knowledge of resources, modifications, and accommodations related to outdoor 
activities to best serve clients with physical disabilities. 
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