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in no way was the study designed to advertise, endorse or validate the Trailrider®.  The intent of the study was to describe the 
experiences of people with disabilities who participated in an outdoor excursion program that was made possible by the Trailrider®.

Hiking excursions for Persons with 
disabilities: experiences of interdependence

Donna Goodwin, Jennifer Peco, Natalie Ginther

Abstract
The purpose of the study was to understand the experience of participating in a group-assist-

ed outdoor hiking excursion from the perspective of hikers with disabilities. The experiences of 
four adults with spinal cord injuries (two males, two females), aged 27 to 54 years, were gathered 
using the phenomenological case study methods of semi-structured interviews, participant gener-
ated photographs, and field notes.  The thematic analysis revealed four themes: (a) off road rush, 
(b) not a wheelbarrow, (c) loss of control, and (d) interdependence. The exhilarating hiking 
experiences were accented by the transfer of individual control and independence of the hikers to 
the larger team. The implications of the findings are discussed within the context of self-regulated 
dependence.
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Introduction

Western perspectives on medicine and 
disability, including the field of therapeutic 
recreation, have a history of emphasizing in-
dependence as a critical outcome of client 
programs. Reliance on or support from others 
that in any way resembles “dependence” is re-
jected as the person is viewed as weak, inca-
pable and even pitiful, potentially leading to 
stigmatization and altered perceptions of social 
worth (Taleporos & Mccabe, 2002).  An over 
emphasis on independence in therapeutic rec-
reation programs has recently been criticized 
(Goodwin , 2008). For example, Goodwin has 
pointed out that an “outsider’s” perspective ig-
nores the subjective preferences of clients and 
the merit that interdependence can bring to 
the creation of synergistic supports that foster 
full participation in preferred activities. 

An area where the debate of indepen-
dence or interdependence has been especially 
relevant is in outdoor or adventure program-
ming for persons with disabilities (Goldenberg, 
klenosky, o’leary, & Templin, 2000). Because 
of the obvious limitations to access in outdoor 
environments, therapeutic recreation profes-
sionals have been presented with the task of 
enabling participation while maximizing inde-
pendence. in some cases, where fully indepen-
dent participation is not feasible due to physi-
cal limitations or other barriers, choices must 
be made regarding the nature of assistance to 
be provided. despite recent debate on this issue 
of independence and interdependence, there is 
little research that has examined participant 
perceptions or preferences regarding support 
from others and whether or not the acceptance 
of support undermines the therapeutic value 
of the experience. The purpose of this study, 
therefore, was to understand the experience 
of participating in an interdependent outdoor 
hiking excursion from the perspective of hikers 
with disabilities. 

The following literature review summa-
rizes various theoretical perspectives regarding 
dependence, independence, and interdepen-
dence.   These concepts are also considered in 
regard to how they might operate within the 
context of outdoor recreation experiences for 
persons with disabilities.

Literature Review
Independence-Dependence Dichotomy

independence has been the dominant 
ideology guiding the provision of Western 
medical and rehabilitation services for people 
with disabilities such as therapeutic recreation. 
dependence “is depicted as being associated 
with practical helplessness, a state of need, 
incompetence, and functional incapacity” 
whereby independence “typically emphasize[s] 
personal characteristics such as self-regulation, 
control, and the ability or opportunity to make 
choices about important aspects of one’s life” 
(Gignac, cott, & Badley, 2000, p. 362). keer 
and Meyerson (1987) indicated that indepen-
dence is a good thing, particularly when ap-
plied to those for whom it has been denied. 
independence has inherent positive aspects 
such as goal setting and personal agency and 
can be psychologically and pragmatically self-
supporting (Nadler & Fisher, 1986). 

Some conceptualize dependence and in-
dependence along a continuum.  At the de-
pendence end of the continuum, people are on 
the receiving end of support, are influenced by 
the supervision or expectations of others, and 
are in genuine need of the support of others for 
part of their days. The other end of the contin-
uum is independence, which is characterized 
by autonomy and ability. As people require 
less support, they are expected to move along 
the continuum toward accepting new inde-
pendence challenges. This has been referred to 
as the “continuum trap” by condeluci (1991) 
whereby the perception of others defines the 
“goal” based on a perceived problem, judges 
the person’s capability, and makes assump-
tions about the resources required to complete 
tasks (e.g., energy expenditure, time to com-
plete tasks). Therefore, progress in achieving 
independence relies on others’ perceptions of 
ability, goals, and resources (condeluci). inde-
pendence is framed as the desirable end point 
and does not extend to self-direction through 
decision-making, control of resources, or 
choosing to do complete tasks with assistance 
(Gignac & cott 1998; Turnbull & Turnbull, 
1985). Reindal (1999) went so far as to state, 
“disabled people argue that they are victims of 
an ideology of independence” (p. 353). 
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Peters’ Disablement Framework
Peters (1996) presented a model of dis-

ablement that depicts declines in physical, 
psychological, behavioral or social indepen-
dence resulting from the interaction of illness, 
disease, or injury processes with environmental 
and social contexts.  He suggests there are three 
possible perspectives involved in the disable-
ment process, referred to as outsiders, interven-
tionists, and insiders. An outsider perspective 
is characterized by objective descriptions of 
disablement, often held by researchers, policy 
makers, physicians, and psychologists and is 
well illustrated in research journals, textbooks, 
diagnostic reports, and disability classification 
systems. The interventionist’s perspective ad-
dresses disablement by applying knowledge in 
specific interventions that work towards the 
goal of improving quality of life for persons 
with disabilities. The insider perspective, in 
contrast, represents that of persons with dis-
abilities and integrates the subjective experi-
ence of disablement with environmental and 
social contexts. Peters’ model overtly addresses 
the subjective experience of disability and the 
importance of the social and environmental 
context to the process of disablement. 

Although Peters’ (1996) model of disable-
ment acknowledges the subjective experience 
of disability within environmental and social 
contexts, it does not go so far as to highlight 
the importance of personal support systems in 
allaying the impact of the disablement process 
within those contexts on quality of life.  When 
contrasted to the outsider or objective view of 
disability (e.g., medical and rehabilitation sys-
tems), the concept of interdependence stresses 
relationships between individuals as they work 
together to foster full participation in the com-
munity (condeluci, 1991). 

Self-regulated Dependency and  
Interdependence

interdependence is about relationships 
that lead to a mutual acceptance and respect as 
diverse people come together in a synergistic 
way to create environmental and attitudinal 
supports to foster full participation in preferred 
activities (condeluci). Unlike more tradition-
al medical and rehabilitation perspectives, in-
terdependence (a) focuses on capacities rather 
than deficits, (b) stresses relationships rather 
than impersonal congregation of groups, (c) 

is driven by the person not an expert, and (d) 
promotes system change rather than change in 
the individual (condeluci). 

Furthermore, Gignac and cott (1998) 
found that individuals might impose depen-
dency upon themselves in certain contexts 
to reserve energy and time to focus on other 
tasks. Seeking and receiving help is complex. 
Gignac and cott suggest that dependency may 
be domain-specific with help being more read-
ily accepted for activities of daily living than 
discretionary activity such as leisure. There is 
also evidence to suggest that some recreational 
settings may be avoided as they can evoke and 
reinforced feelings of dependency (Bedini, 
2000; Gignac et al., 2000). in a qualitative 
study Bedini investigated responses to stigma 
in perceptions of adults with disabilities in 
community recreation. one of the resulting 
themes from that research was embracing dis-
ability and yielding. This theme described how 
the participants yielded to the challenges their 
disabilities posed in public settings, but did so 
without giving up control by, “…relearning 
methods of daily living that were interdepen-
dent in nature” (p. 63). These participants 
found a balance between responses based on 
giving in to the challenges they faced. They 
assumed a role of acquiescence and exclusion 
from recreational pursuits, or resisted “people’s 
ignorance” (p. 62) by challenging inappropri-
ate actions of members of the public in recre-
ation settings.  

Baltes (1996) described this as imposed  
dependency or self-regulated dependency,  
which highlights individual agency and con-
trol over situations where support is perceived 
to be an asset. Self-regulated dependence is 
also consistent with the factors that condeluci 
(1991) believes are necessary for interdepen-
dence: persons with disabilities defining prob-
lems, expressing their perspectives on them, 
and being in charge of the situation and re-
sources such that they can exercise control. 

Outdoor Recreation Experiences
outdoor recreation experiences enrich 

the lives of many active adults as they con-
nect with nature, enjoy the challenge of being 
physically active in an outdoor setting, and de-
velop unique social relationships with others 
(Festeu, 2002; loeffler, 2004). People with and 
without disabilities have been found to experi-
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ence positive changes in attitude and lifestyle 
following participation in an integrated wilder-
ness program (Anderson, Schleien, McAvoy, 
lais, & Seligmann, 1997; Holman & McAvoy, 
2003). Teamwork, trust, improved interper-
sonal relationships, enhanced quality of life, 
and improved communication have also been 
identified as outcomes of outdoor recreational 
pursuits (Goldenberg, klenosky, o’leary, & 
Templin, 2000; kress & lavay, 2006; McAvoy 
& lais, 1996; McAvoy, Schatz, Stutz, Schleien, 
& lais, 1989).  considering the elements of 
interdependence, such as synergistic relation-
ships, outdoor recreation programs provide a 
suitable setting for exploring the connections 
between independence and dependence. Peo-
ple with disabilities prefer similar recreation 
experiences to people without disabilities 
(Henderson, Bedini, & Hecht, 1994; Moore, 
dattilo, & devine, 1996) including adventure 
recreation, which contains elements of appar-
ent or real risk (ewert, Attarian, Hollenhurst, 
Russell, & Voigt, 2006). Participating in such 
activities may challenge current conceptions 
of dependency as individuals with disabilities 
actively seek out adventure experiences. Simi-
larities are also found among people with and 
without disabilities in their preferences for nat-
ural recreation areas to be maintained in a way 
that preserves its pristine condition, minimiz-

ing the impact of accessibility requirements on 
the quality of the experience and the surround-
ing environment (McAvoy & lais, 1996). 

The TrailRider®

To address a desire among persons with 
disabilities to access the outdoors while main-
taining its pristine condition, an advance in 
outdoor adventure hiking opportunities was 
made with the development of the TrailRider®, 
a one wheeled hiking frame for persons with 
disabilities (see Figure 1). determined to re-
gain access to the wilderness, this one wheeled, 
human powered vehicle was designed by Sam 
Sullivan, an individual with quadriplegia and 
his engineer friend Paul cermak in 1995. 
Available through the British columbia Mo-
bility opportunities Society, the TrailRider® 
is used in a variety of wilderness programs for 
people with disabilities (www.reachdisabil-
ity.org/bcmos). The rider sits securely on the 
TrailRider® and is propelled over hiking trails 
with the support of two to four persons without 
disabilities, called sherpas.

The rider does not contribute to the pro-
pulsion of the TrailRider®. Hence, its use has 
been criticized by proponents of independence 
because it designates the rider to a passive role.  
The metaphor of a wheelbarrow has been used 
to describe the equipment, suggesting that the 

FiGure 1.  Trailrider® 1

1 British columbia Mobility opportunities Society. (n.d.). Trailrider history. retrieved March 5, 2009 from http://www.bcmos.
org/trailrider_history.php
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rider’s independence and dignity are called 
into question. in contrast, Peters’ (1996) heu-
ristic framework, suggests that his reference to 
the TrailRider® as a wheelbarrow represents of 
an outsider perspective. These opposing views 
have significant ramifications for policy mak-
ers and potential users alike given that the 
ideologies of functional independence and 
self-determination dominate western disabil-
ity ideology (Gignac & cott, 1998; Ueda & 
okawa, 2003; Wehmeyer, 1999) and inclusive 
recreation policy (Bullock, Mahon, & Welch, 
1992; Germ & Schleien, 1997). 

in sum, the utilization of the TrailRider® 
in outdoor recreation programs invokes the 
significance of the outsider/insider and de-
pendent/independent debates (Baltes, 1996; 
condeluci, 1991; Reindal, 1999).  Should 
recreation policy makers endorse a piece of 
hiking equipment that places a person with a 
disability in a passive role given the stigma of 
dependence, vulnerability, and weakness it can 
carry (Shakespeare, 1994; Taleporos & Mc-
cabe, 2002)?  conversely, is equipment that 
enhances choice to be dismissed based on ide-
ologies held by those who do not have a direct 
need for it to engage in recreational pursuits 
(Gignac & cott, 1998)?  To further address 
these questions, the purpose of the study was to 
understand the experience of participating in 
a group-assisted outdoor hiking excursion from 
the perspective of hikers with disabilities.    

Method

A phenomenological instrumental case 
study approach was undertaken (Gomm, Ham-
mersley, & Foster, 2000), which provided a de-
scriptive, reflective, and interpretive method 
to describe underlying structures (themes) and 
commonalities in meanings given to weekly 
hiking excursions (Moustakas, 1994; van 
Manen, 1997).  The study was an instrumen-
tal case study as the phenomenon of interest 
was examined within the context of a single 
bounded 8 week hiking program for persons 
with disabilities (Merriam, 1998; Yin 2003).

Participants
An opportunistic sampling strategy was 

undertaken, meaning that all participants were 
drawn from the pool of registrants in the same 
hiking excursion program (cresswell, 2006). 
A note of invitation was shared with all four 

program participants who confirmed their in-
terest by signing consent forms. Research eth-
ics approval was obtained from the canadian 
University where the research was conducted, 
certifying that national standards for research 
involving human participants were met.

Four caucasians (two male and two fe-
male) with complete spinal cord injuries (two 
paraplegia and two quadriplegia) participated.  
They were 27, 28, 36 and 54 years of age (M = 
36) and time since injury was 5, 4, 15, and 6 
years.  Two of the participants were employed 
full time with university levels of education, 
one recently completed a university education 
degree, and the fourth was seeking employ-
ment opportunities.  All of the participants 
described themselves as active in outdoor rec-
reation in such activities as hiking, moto-cross, 
skiing, and canoeing prior to their injuries.  
Post injury, the participants with paraplegia 
maintained a level of outdoor activities, while 
the 2 participants with quadriplegia did not. 

Outdoor Excursion Program
The participants were involved in a week-

ly summer TrailRider® outdoor hiking program 
over 8 weeks in an urban river valley park that 
was administered by an adult fitness and life-
style university-based center for persons with 
disabilities. The evening hiking excursions 
were approximately 2 hours in length. each 
session included three phases, (a) hiking semi-
groomed river valley trails such as those utilized 
by mountain bike enthusiasts (unpaved and 
not regularly maintained by city parks crews), 
(b) hiking more established groomed trails that 
are used frequently by the public as they are 
well groomed with little change in elevation 
and wide enough to accommodate wheelchairs 
and strollers, and (c) photo sessions.  during 
the photo sessions the participants had the op-
portunity to capture photographs that provid-
ed a visual representation of their time in the 
program (e.g., at the top of the river bank, at 
the shore of the river, crossing the foot bridge 
over the North Saskatchewan River).  The 
volunteer sherpas included university students 
and staff whose motivation for volunteering 
was a sincere desire to share their love of the 
outdoors with others, to provide people with 
disabilities access to the out of doors, and to 
gain valuable adapted recreation experience.

 



48 hiking excursions For persons With disaBilities: experiences oF interdependence

Data Collection
A combination of data sources were used 

to gather the participants’ experiences, includ-
ing interviews, participant generated photo-
graphs, and field notes.  Multiple perspectives 
aid in the understanding of the essence of the 
experiences encountered (creswell, 2006). 

interviews. The primary sources of data 
were two semi-structured face-to-face inter-
views with each participant at the beginning 
and end of the program to capture their ear-
lier and later thoughts, feelings, and attitudes 
about their experiences. The second interview 
also provided an opportunity for the partici-
pants to reflect upon photos that were taken 
during their excursions. These photo-elicited 
discussions were audio recorded as were the 
one-on-one interviews and transcribed verba-
tim (kvale, 1996; Pink, 2001). each interview 
was approximately 40 minutes in length and 
was conducted by the second author.  The in-
terviews were audio-taped and transcribed ver-
batim (kvale, 1996). Sample interview ques-
tions from the first interview include “ What 
motivated you to enter the program?”, “Tell 
me about your outdoor experiences?”, “What 
outdoor recreation opportunities outside of the 
TrailRider® are available to you?”, “What did 
you experience in this program?”, and “Use of 
the TrailRider® has been described by some as 
putting someone into a wheelbarrow. in what 
way did the wheelbarrow analogy apply to 
your experience?”.  Sample questions from the 
second interview include “Tell me about this 
photo?”, “What does this photo mean to you?”, 
and “What were you thinking about when you 
took this photo?”.

Visual artifacts. To provide another way to 
symbolically express their thoughts and feel-
ings and provide a method of viewing the world 
as seen by the participants (Patton, 2002), a 
digital camera was provided each week and the 
participants were invited to take photographs 
(Johnson & Weller, 2002; Rose, 2001). The 
participants were invited to capture photo-
graphs that represented their outdoor excur-
sion experiences. Those unable to take photo- Those unable to take photo-
graphs independently directed someone to do 
so under their direction.  To remove researcher 
bias from the interpretation of the images, 
the participants described the photographs in 
the second interview.  The participants with 

quadriplegia took nine and seven photos re-
spectively with the support of their sherpas.  
The participants with paraplegia took 14 and 
11 photos respectively.  each participant then 
selected three photographs that they best de-
picted their experiences. The audio-recorded 
discussions were transcribed thereby adding to 
the interview data (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). 

Field notes. Reflective field notes were 
recorded by the second and third authors and 
included descriptions such as conversations 
before or after the interviews, the trails hiked, 
and perceptions of rapport within the hiking 
teams. The field notes were entered as research 
data and facilitated a conceptual return to the 
interview setting during data analysis (Patton, 
2002). 

Data Analysis
To identify common threads that extend-

ed throughout the data, an inductive thematic 
analysis was completed on the one-on-one 
and photo-elicited interviews. each member 
of the research team read the transcripts and 
field notes numerous times. Particularly re-
vealing phrases were highlighted, coded, and 
assigned meaningful labels. The research team 
then discussed the interpretative codes, and 
variances in the labels were reviewed until an 
understanding of the relational knowing of the 
data was reached and agreed upon. The data 
analysis continued by constantly comparing 
labels and phrases to determine whether they 
should be classified separately or whether they 
belonged to an existing code (Wolcott, 1994). 
The essential or invariant themes, those that 
gave fundamental meaning to the experiences 
as identified by their pattern regularities, were 
then determined (van Manen, 1997; Wolcott, 
2001). Particular attention was paid to poten-
tial differences by sex or levels of spinal cord 
injury. We wished to acknowledge that biog-
raphy development of our participants may 
have been unique given their gender and level 
of physical function (Guthrie, 1999).  We did 
our utmost during the analysis to respect that 
identity configurations may have been slightly 
different as we looked for common elements 
across the participants experiences.  Although 
unique themes were not found, within theme 
sensitivities were noted by level of injury and 
are highlighted in the descriptions of the re-
sults.  interview data from the photos and field 
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notes were used to verify (i.e., triangulate) the 
themes that emerged from the interviews. 

Trustworthiness
data were triangulated in order to cap-

ture the complexity of the participants’ ex-
periences, bring plausibility to the essences 
assembled, and establish authenticity of the 
findings (Patton, 2002). different data sources 
(e.g., participants and level of impairment) 
were purposefully and systematically reported. 
The authenticity of the findings, or the degree 
to which there is little reason to doubt the 
truth of the findings, was further supported 
as data saturation was reached, whereby rep-
etition of the information and confirmation of 
previously collected data across participants 
occurred (Meadows & Morse, 2001). Finally, 
the themes were supported by the words of the 
participants, using pseudonyms.  The plausibil-
ity of the findings was enhanced through in-
vestigator and methodological triangulation 
(creswell, 2006). The second and third au-
thors participated in the hiking program. The 
co-investigators also possessed backgrounds 
in adapted physical activity, expertise in 
qualitative inquiry, interview techniques, and 
knowledge of spinal cord injury. Methodologi-
cal triangulation was achieved via collection 
of interviews and visual artifact data (Patton, 
2002). Member checks were conducted. All 
participants indicated that they could see their 
experiences in the theme descriptions.

Results

The thematic analysis revealed four 
themes: (a) off road rush, which described the 
hiking adventures; (b) not a wheelbarrow, which 
described the instrumental value of TrailRider® 
as a means of accessing outdoor trails; (c) loss 
of control, which highlighted the tension be-
tween dependence and independence; and (d) 
interdependence, which reflected the teamwork 
that developed. 

Off Road Rush
The participants valued the opportunity 

to experience up close the outdoor trails of the 
urban river valley, something that they had not 
done since their injuries.  Although passive in 
their role in the TrailRider® the participants 
appreciated the independence it afforded them 
to leave the groomed river valley trails acces-

sible to their wheelchairs and choose other 
trails.  

Feelings of excitement accompanied the 
participants as they discovered terrain that 
included steep trails, tree branches, and mud. 
keri, a participant with quadriplegia, recalled: 

My favorite moment was the very 
first time i got really close to the 
river in the midst of leaves and tree 
branches and wildflowers and rocks. 
That very first moment took my 
breath away. The paved area where 
people go on runs doesn’t get you 
into the woods, which takes away all 
the beauty of actually being within 
the environment. i can’t wait to 
go on one of the non-paved trails 
through branches and potholes and 
getting whipped from tree branches. 

Her thoughts were echoed by Sara, who 
explained, “You couldn’t even see because the 
branches were coming towards your face; it was 
pretty exciting.” 

Adrenaline, excitement, and adventure 
were terms used by all of the participants as 
they described their hiking experiences. Their 
embodied experiences of hiking included sen-
sations that went well beyond their typical ac-
tivities as they ascended and descended steep 
inclines, were rocked laterally, and bounced 
along rough terrain.  Figure 2, a photo taken 
by one of the sherpas at the request of a par-
ticipant, illustrates the terrain that could not 
be negotiated using typical mobility devices. 
According to Todd, he has “always been a risk 
taker, so this is kind of right up my alley.” He 
compared the experience to “when you were 
little and you read those ‘pick your own adven-
ture’ books and it’s just like you can pick your 
own adventure.” Sara added, “it can certainly 
raise your adrenaline a little bit when you see 
they [the sherpas] have to get me up such a 
steep hill.”  Nathan concurred, “it’s something 
that gets your adrenaline going a bit.” 

Sara thought it was great to explore the 
trails because “i have never been really on, even 
like in the River Valley, like on those trails.” 
This was also a new experience for Todd, “i’m 
all for it, just because i’ve never even seen the 
trails.” Yet, this program was also meaningful 
for Todd because it allowed him to “see some 
sights that i haven’t seen in a long time… i 
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feel alive, just alive.”  Growing up outside of 
the city, Todd spent a great deal of his child-
hood in the outdoors and as such, valued the 
opportunity to experience it again, “i like the 
river one [photograph] because… i’d never 
get another chance to be right by the river. i 
can’t recall like any one certain emotion that 
i had, just a whole bunch of them.” Returning 
to the river bank and previous pleasures was 
also a highlight for keri, “ever since the ac-
cident i haven’t been by the river, or close to 
it, so it was a really  good experience. like i 
said, i didn’t want it to end.” 

Not a Wheelbarrow
The participants summarily rejected the 

notion that the TrailRider® resembled a wheel-
barrow.  in contrast, it provided new opportuni-
ties, enabling them to explore previously enjoyed 
environments, meet new people, and engage in 
hiking not possible otherwise.  keri said: 

i don’t like the word wheelbarrow 
and i’ve heard more than one per-
son using that  word…it’s a wheel-
chair essentially, it’s a chair that will 
help us explore, we’re not some  
sort of vegetable or whatever you 
transport with a wheelbarrow.

Todd voiced a similar perspective as he 
said, “it’s not a wheelbarrow, it’s something that 
gives you the means to get out there and get 
back to nature.” Nathan also agreed, “it’s more 
than that, especially for people that are even 
more disabled than i am. it is an opportunity for 
them to see and experience something that they 
just couldn’t get near in any other way.” 

keri summed up the impact of her trail 
riding experience this way, “Because of what i 
went through in Trail Riding, i think i’ve defi-
nitely got a positive outlook on the possibili-
ties of getting back into maybe camping, just 
enjoying the outdoors again.”

Giving Up Control 
The participants expressed mixed feel-

ings about accepting the support of the sherpas 
that made their hiking experiences possible. 
The participants, as people with spinal cord 
injuries, spent considerable time and energy 
regaining independence following their inju-
ries. To assume a physically passive role as is 
required for use of the TrailRider® was cause 
for reflection.  Accepting support of, or impos-
ing needs or preferences on, the volunteers was 
balanced against the desire to go hiking. For 
Nathan, someone who describes himself as an 
independent person, he found it difficult to ask 
the sherpas to take him on the extreme trails 
he enjoyed. He recalled: 

i had mixed feelings and i guess part 
of it is i’m quite an independent 
person. in some ways you almost 
feel bad that you’re asking people to 
pull you around and i know they’re 
volunteering and they want to do it. 
i guess i was a little bit afraid even 
at the beginning to ask too much 
of them, or that it would almost be 
like an imposition on them and yet 
they do want to be there and they do 
want to do it. 

The tension between the support pro-
vided by the sherpas, and the rider’s willing-
ness to accept that support was not lost on the 
sherpas. despite his mixed feelings, Nathan 
said the sherpas “went out of their way to try 
to just make that a non-issue.” Although the 
sherpas were dedicated volunteers and willing 
to spend 2 hours per week pursuing an outdoor 
activity that they too enjoyed, the riders ex-

FiGure 2.  oFF roaD ruSh
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pressed concerned about the sherpas’ welfare. 
Sara also identified mixed feelings as she de-
scribed her experience going up a steep trail, 
“i kind of felt sorry for the sherpas because 
they sometimes had to do a lot of work and 
get dirty and stuff, and i was amazed nobody 
minded and came back.”

interestingly, both keri and Todd, persons 
with quadriplegia, focused more on their ap-
preciation for the support of the sherpas and on 
the positive outcomes they hoped the sherpas 
experienced than feeling they were imposing 
on the volunteers, suggesting that they viewed 
receiving instrumental support differently, per-
haps as a carry over from the degree to which 
they experience support in their daily activi-
ties.  keri stated:

i feel thankful to them and i was also 
glad to share that experience with 
them and i mean a lot of them didn’t 
know about the trails that we went 
on, so it was really nice to share that 
with them as well, so, sometimes i 
feel bad for the sherpas, i mean you 
have to drag, pull and get their shoes 
all wet, but i don’t know, i think 
it’s an experience for them as well, 
i’m sure they enjoyed it or else they 
wouldn’t have come back.

Recognizing the volunteer aspect of the 
sherpas’ job, Todd said, “i’m so grateful for 
them for being able to take the time, like it was 
all volunteer so, just grateful.” 

in order for the riders to accept the sup-
port of the sherpas, they had to feel comfort-
able giving up an element of control. This was 
essential for the success of the TrailRider® pro-
gram. Giving up physical control was not the 
same as not being in control at all. Todd felt 
that he made the final decisions, “i mean it’s up 
to me if i’m gonna do this program or what not 
and what i want to do, like if they say ‘let’s go 
down this cliff ’ and i don’t want to do it, well 
that’s up to me.” Sara added:

i really think to a certain point you 
are putting your comfort into some-
one else’s hands, but i think you’re 
also there to voice, ‘oh, this maybe 
looks a little bit dangerous’ so you  
can let the people know what you 
expect.

Interdependence 
The experience of interdependence was 

distinguished by the trust expressed by the 
riders in their sherpas and authentic under-
standing that feeling safe and comfortable was 
fundamental to a positive hiking experience.  
The riders’ physical well being was largely in 
the hands of the sherpas, even though the rid-
ers exerted control over the trail difficulty se-
lected. Sara recalled:

We were on some very difficult 
trails…i do not know why i never 
got the feeling that i could get hurt.  
i guess i trusted them. They would 
probably fall off the hill than let the 
TrailRider® go and it truly assures 
you are in good hands. The team is 
really caring for each other. There 
was team spirit and good feelings to-
ward each other as a team. 

Nathan added, “i was really quite comfort-
able. i wasn’t nervous about them and i never 
felt like i would be dropped or let loose.” keri 
learned that “trail riding is all about teamwork. 
everybody has to look out for each other for it 
to be enjoyable, and successful and safe.” 

keri highlighted the importance of com-
munication in the team work of the hikers, 
reinforcing the respective roles of the team 
members and their capabilities.  keri also rein-
forced the decision making role that the riders 
assumed: 

We have to talk to each other and 
let each other know what’s going 
on, also the fact that i can warn the 
people guiding the back, that hill, 
brake on, so like communication is 
very important and i loved getting 
to know all of my sherpas.

Socialization was an important element 
of the program that increased the level of en-
joyment for everyone. According to keri, there 
wasn’t a hierarchy between sherpa and rider as 
“it just feels like we are friends that are going 
out for a walk, that kind of thing. it makes the 
situation ten times more fun and enjoyable 
for everybody.” Figure 3, taken by one of the 
sherpas at the request of a participant, depicts 
a shared hiking moment by rider and sherpas. 
Nathan identified the opportunity to visit with 
others as an important part of a successful eve-
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ning as he described one of his favorite mo-
ments during the program:

one time we all just stopped and 
were picking berries and eating  
them and it was really neat that 
they took special effort to get close 
to where i could pick some.  That 
was kind of neat. That was a little 
bit more of a chance to visit at  
that time. 

Both Nathan and Todd experienced the 
challenges of meeting new people and devel-
oping relationships. According to Nathan, 
meeting new people was “probably one of the 
things that i’ve been worst at… it seems like i 
tend to isolate myself a little bit at times and 
if something isn’t accessible i don’t go out and 
pursue it…one of the other benefits [of the 
TrailRider® program] is that you meet some 
new people.” Todd also appreciated the social 
component of the hiking program, as “Sitting 
at home a lot you don’t get to talk to a lot of 
different people.” 

Discussion

despite outsider references to the Trail-
Rider® as nothing more than a wheelbarrow, 
the participants recognized that it enabled 
them to access natural areas that would not be 
possible otherwise. The subjective experiences 
of the participants reinforced the importance 
of taking into consideration insiders’ perspec-
tives of disablement (Peters, 1996).  Although 

independence is highly valued in rehabilita-
tion and therapeutic contexts, environmen-
tal and social constraints can make it very 
challenging or unrealistic for some people to 
achieve.  Hiking in urban river valley trail sys-
tems would have been impossible without the 
participants’ willingness to accept the sherpas’ 
support.  Giving up some level of control was 
also reflected in the theme “embracing disabil-
ity and yielding” in Bedini’s (2000) study. in 
both studies, the participants reframed the ac-
ceptance of support as interdependence rather 
than dependence and in doing so broadened 
their recreational repertoire of possible ac-
tivities. The participants learned to trust their 
sherpa  teammates with their comfort and safe-
ty so they could return to an outdoor context 
that they had not experienced since prior to 
their injuries.  

The TrailRider® experiences of the par-
ticipants were framed by tension between 
perceptions of physical dependence and inde-
pendence and the high degree of commitment 
required by volunteers to make the hiking ex-
perience possible.  The experiences of the par-
ticipants who had paraplegia and accustomed 
to independently pushing their own wheel-
chairs (in contrast to the participants who used 
power wheelchairs due to quadriplegia) sug-
gested that what could be perceived by outsid-
ers to be a sacrifice in physical independence 
through the use of the Trial Rider® enabled 
them to experience psychological, behavioral 
and social interdependence (Gignac & cott, 

FiGure 3.  inTerDepenDence in TrailriDer® hiKinG 
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1998).  The TrailRider® based hiking program 
presented, not a scenario of dependence based 
on incompetence or helplessness, but a shared 
commitment to a common interest in hiking. 
it did, however, take some reflection for the 
participants to come to this conclusion, given 
the social backdrop against which disability is 
constructed and portrayed.

Had the participants not acted on their 
desire to participate in the hiking program and 
focus on the contribution they would make to 
the team, they would have forgone the oppor-
tunity to experience a unique form of interde-
pendence (condeluci, 1991). The participants 
were able to act autonomously by exercising 
their choice to accept support but without re-
linquishing control over decisions that affect-
ed their participation (Gignac & cott, 1998).   
The environment was respectful as riders and 
sherpas shared their outdoor experiences. 

The participants actively disregarded the 
stereotype of dependence held by outsiders and 
critics of the TrailRider® by not seeing their 
disabilities as a reason to be excluded from hik-
ing. The participants exercised self-regulated 
dependence whereby they acknowledged their 
limitations and the constraints of the environ-
ment and sought the assistance from others to 
engage in a mutually rewarding and preferred 
activity (Baltes, 1996).  Moreover, the par-
ticipants spoke of enhanced psychological well 
being as the program brought them in contact 
with a new network of people that had the po-
tential to decrease feelings of social isolation.  
They yielded to the challenges their disabili-
ties presented to engaging in an interdepen-
dent relationship with people who had com-
mon interests in hiking (Bedini, 2000). 

The need for full physical support is in-
herent in the use of the TrailRider® based upon 
its design. Acceptance of support was in no 
way dependent on individual abilities of rid-
ers; therefore, the provision of support was in-
tegral to TrailRider® use and not the ability of 
the rider. There was no subjective monitoring 
of ability or inability among or between the 
sherpas and riders that would lead the rider 
to perceive him or herself as more or less de-
pendent or independent over the course of the 
program.  Physical support was, therefore, not 
deemed threatening to self-esteem, but instru-
mental to participation in the activity (Gignac 
& cott, 1998; Nadler & Fisher, 1986). The 

wheelbarrow analogy looses credibility when it 
is reflected upon from the perspective of the 
riders, or insiders to the experience (Peters, 
1996).  By giving privilege to insiders’ per-
spectives, outsiders (observers) and interven-
tionists (therapeutic recreation professionals) 
perspectives may lose their dogmatic relevance 
and give way to more client or participant cen-
tered approaches (condeluci, 1991).

The experiences of the participants are 
cause for reflection on the priority given the 
outcome of independence in many therapeu-
tic recreation programs.  Peters’ (1996) model 
highlights that interventionists seek to enhance 
quality of life by “maximizing the individual’s 
abilities” (p. 596), using medical, rehabilita-
tion, and educational interventions. However, 
the limits and achievement of independence 
can be constrained by physical, psychological, 
biological and socio-cultural factors and may 
be an unrealistic or a very long term goal for 
many.  Peters’ model suggests that seeking out 
and listening carefully to the subjective expe-
riences of disablement (those experienced by 
people with disabilities) may bring about novel 
ways of reframing independence such that a 
more balanced and subjective understanding 
is brought to its understanding in everyday 
life.  interdependence may result in broader 
and more diverse recreational pursuits as it 
did for the participants of this study when its 
subjective value is brought to bear. Profession-
als in the field of therapeutic recreation play 
an important role in enhancing the quality of 
leisure experienced by many people with dis-
abilities.  An expanded repertoire of activities 
may emerge through the relationship building 
that occurs when interdependence intersects 
with the disablement process. 

Implications
The findings of this study suggest that 

recreational activities may hold unique value 
to those with disabilities and that these unique 
values may not be reflected in the cultural 
norms or program policy statements that pro-
mote independence. Moreover, the outsiders’ 
perspective on independence may be limiting 
opportunities for meaningful interdependent 
recreational pursuits. independence is task spe-
cific, has subjective interpretations, and goes 
beyond perceptions of needing and receiving 
assistance (Gignac & cott, 1998).  interde-
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pendence may be the means by which physical 
and social inclusion in some recreational pur-
suits is possible. Further discourse on the sub-
jective meaning of independence and interde-
pendence and its intersection with recreation 
is needed.  Self-regulated dependence may be 
found to be a construct that empowers persons 
with disabilities to manage their resources to 
the enrichment of their leisure time.

Limitations
only the voices of hikers with spinal cord 

injuries were heard.  Their experiences may not 
be reflective of others who have disabilities.  
Academics with disabilities are increasingly 
advocating for the inclusion of people with 
disabilities in disability discourse and call for 
research strategies that are emancipatory and 
empowering and the involvement of persons 
with disabilities as consultants and partners 
and not just research participants (kitchin, 
2000; oliver, 1992).  We have fallen short 
on these counts.  in a modest way, however, 
the voices of people with spinal cord injuries 
who through personal agency participated in 
an outdoor hiking program have illustrated the 
importance of interdependence in bringing di-
verse people together in a synergistic way to 
create environmental and attitudinal supports 
to foster participation in preferred activities.   

in addition, the small number of partici-
pants may have limited the breadth and depth 
of experiences thereby creating a threat to 
saturation of the phenomenon under investi-
gation.  A study of larger scope is warranted.
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