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Abstract

Recreation and leisure, foundational elements of 
therapeutic recreation (TR), are nonmaterial, socially 
constructed entities. While it is difficult, and maybe 
impossible, to conclusively describe such entities, the task 
must be tackled because both constructs contribute to 
human flourishing, a central goal of TR. Concomitantly, 
a greater in-depth understanding of recreation and 
leisure, the relationship between the two constructs, 
and how both connect to flourishing would enhance 
the effectiveness of therapeutic recreation specialists 
(TRSs). Since relatively much more philosophical-based 
inquiry has been devoted to investigating leisure and 
its relationship to flourishing this article develops and 
presents a conceptualization of recreation based on a 
theory authored by Alasdair MacIntyre (1999, 2007). 
The presented conceptualization of recreation is linked 
to human flourishing and a correlated view of leisure. 
The article concludes by discussing four actions TRSs 
should take to guarantee recreation and leisure function 
as significant facets of living well. 
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For many people, recreation and leisure are banal concepts that display a simple 
relationship (Holba, 2014). For example, leisure is frequently defined as free time 
and recreation as activities people freely choose to participate in during leisure (e.g., 
McLean, Hurd, & Anderson, 2017; Shaw, 1986). Such definitions and relationships 
employ “superficial concepts and spurious distinctions” (van Moorst, 1982, p. 157) 
which contribute to a scarcity of critical, probing discourses on the corresponding 
topics. One reason people utilize such concepts and distinctions is because of the 
inherent difficulty and potential impossibility of conclusively describing nonmaterial, 
socially constructed entities including recreation and leisure (Holba, 2014; Shaw, 1986; 
Sylvester, Voelkl, & Ellis, 2001). While the task is difficult, “we must make an effort 
to ‘make meaning’” (Sylvester et al., 2001, p. 10) of core therapeutic recreation (TR) 
concepts such as recreation and leisure because both entities contribute to human 
flourishing, a central goal of TR (Anderson & Heyne, 2012; Wise, 2010, 2014a, 2014b, 
2015, 2017). Completing the task will supply a comprehensive, in-depth understanding 
of recreation and leisure, the relationship between the two constructs, and how both 
connect to flourishing which, in turn, will enhance the ability of therapeutic recreation 
specialists (TRSs) to achieve one of the profession’s major goals.  

Sylvester (2007) and Wise (2014b) made inroads into completing the task when 
they articulated a philosophical vision of leisure and situated the vision within a rich, 
theoretical notion of human flourishing. In contrast, scant philosophical-based inquiry 
and research has been devoted to describing recreation and its relationships to leisure 
and flourishing (Shaw, 1986). Therefore, this paper aims to address the relative lack 
of philosophical based inquiry into the construct of recreation by a) outlining a well-
established theory of human flourishing and a published, correlated view of leisure; b) 
introducing a correlated view of recreation; c) establishing linkages among recreation, 
leisure and human flourishing; and d) discussing actions TRSs should take to guaran-
tee recreation and leisure continue to function as significant facets of living well.

MacIntyre’s Theory of Human Flourishing
The ensuing theory of human flourishing is drawn from the works of MacIntyre 

(1999, 2007) and has been applied to TR (Sylvester, 2009; Wise, 2010, 2014a). 
According to MacIntyre, flourishing means living well, which results from developing 
characteristics definitive of what it means to be a person and he recognizes at least two 
characteristics: the capacity to reason and dependence upon other people. The capacity 
to reason has long been ascertained as the quality that differentiates people from other 
living things. Traditionally, the ability to reason has been viewed as a dichotomous 
variable, meaning a person either does or does not achieve the challenging level of 
reasoning established as the defining criterion. For example, from a Kantian perspective 
(1785/1993), a full-fledged person is one who has the cognitive ability to discover and 
understand objective, universal, moral laws and comply with the imperatives due to 
an acknowledged sense of duty and not because of personal inclinations or utilitarian 
reasons. Human beings who lack this level of reasoning ability are considered “things” 
and not persons (Kant, 1785/1993, p. 36, 428). A challenging, binary criterion such as 
that established by Kant is problematic for TR since many individuals served by the 
profession do not meet it, and failure to do so bars them from qualifying as persons and 
thus from flourishing. MacIntyre (1999) addresses this issue by envisioning reasoning 
as a continuum with the endpoints of “simple” and “complex.” Conceiving of the 
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capacity to reason as a continuum ensures people with severe cognitive impairments 
fall somewhere along the continuum and thus are considered persons who can flourish. 

The second characteristic, dependency, is closely linked with the ability to reason 
(MacIntyre, 1999). Though counterintuitive, people become independent and fully 
human because of their dependency upon other people. People are born into the 
world as physically helpless beings with undeveloped reasoning abilities. They depend 
upon other people to learn how to reason and transform into complex reasoners and 
independent adults. In addition, people rely upon one another throughout their lives 
for protection, nourishment, comfort, care, and the acquisition of goods and resources. 
Dependency is present throughout the lifespan but is more apparent during the early 
and late phases of life, and with the presence of disabilities and illnesses. 

As definitive characteristics of what it means to be a person, reasoning and depen-
dency play prominent roles in MacIntyre’s theory of human flourishing. A thorough 
description is beyond the scope of this paper so what follows is an overview of the 
theory’s five sociological components: practice, narrative, telos, traditions, and virtues. 
Readers wishing to peruse a detailed account of the theory and its application to TR are 
encouraged to consult MacIntyre’s (2007) book and journal articles written by Sylvester 
(2009) and Wise (2014a). 

Practice. At the core of MacIntyre’s theory of flourishing is excelling in practices. 
A practice is defined as “any coherent and complex form of socially established 
cooperative human activity” that enhances the well-being of its participants and 
contributes to the good of society (MacIntyre, 2007, p. 187). Examples of practices 
include leisure pursuits such as wheelchair basketball and sled hockey, professions such 
as TR, leisure services programming and farming, and social roles such as mother, 
father, and therapist. To excel at a practice is to attain standards centered on developing 
and performing requisite skills, abilities and virtues. The contents and achievement 
levels specified by standards are not static but transition to embody changes in what 
members of a practice deem as appropriate indications of excellence. When members 
attain or exceed expectations, they access internal goods. These goods, which enrich 
people’s lives, are not limited in quantity and are therefore available to everyone who 
excels within a practice. For example, TRSs are expected to conduct assessments, 
create treatment plans, implement those plans, evaluate and document the effects of 
treatments, advocate for people with disabilities, serve on treatment teams, and abide 
by the profession’s code of ethics (American Therapeutic Recreation Association, 
2009; National Council for Therapeutic Recreation Certification, 2017). Attaining or 
exceeding these expectations leads to multiple internal goods including high-quality 
assessments, effective treatments, and desired outcomes such as the enhanced health 
and functioning of patients, satisfaction and pride from performing well, and the 
camaraderie of fellow TRSs (Sylvester, 2009; Wise, 2014a).  

Narrative. At the level of an individual person, practice-related experiences are 
integrated into a coherent, personal narrative or life story. A narrative organizes seem-
ingly discrete and unrelated experiences into a meaningful story of one’s life. The story 
evolves as practice-related experiences are deleted, incorporated, and rearranged. A 
narrative reflects what is important to a person, helps explain who s/he is and what s/
he likes to do, and contributes to a self-identity. In addition, a life story supplies the 
context for a person’s behaviors. To illustrate, strength training is a common behavior 
exhibited by people whose narratives center around excelling in the practice of body-
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building, while writing scholarly articles is a common behavior performed by people 
whose narratives center around being university professors. However, though maybe 
sounding too stereotypical, it would surprise many people to hear of a professional 
bodybuilder crafting scholarly articles on philosophical issues unless they knew she 
was also a professor of philosophy. 

Telos. Telos, an ancient Greek term, refers to an ultimate goal people spend their 
lives striving to achieve. According to a large number of philosophers including Ar-
istotle, there is only one telos, and it is the same for all human beings regardless of 
the historical context. For example, Aristotle (2001a) developed a comprehensive and 
impressive treatise establishing eudaimonia or happiness as the human telos. Contrary 
to the convictions of Aristotle and other philosophers who subscribe to the idea of a 
universal life goal, MacIntyre (2007) believes a telos is individualized, contextualized, 
and formulated over the course of a person’s life. For MacIntyre, as a person reflects 
on and shares his/her narrative, a personalized final goal emerges. Once formulated, 
a telos furnishes life with purpose, direction, and meaning. Striving to achieve a telos 
supplies a reason for getting out of bed each day, guides a person’s actions and makes 
life worth living. 

Traditions. Narratives and practices are embedded in extended histories called 
traditions (MacIntyre, 2007). Examples of traditions include but are not limited to 
nationality, ethnicity, religion, disability, gender, sport, capitalism, democracy, higher 
education, and medicine. These histories can be affirming, adversarial, or neutral and 
exert varying degrees of influence on a person’s life story. To illustrate, the tradition of 
disability often hinders people from excelling in practices and tends to produce negative 
personal narratives that are disempowering and considered undesirable by people 
with and without disabilities (Apelmo, 2017; Wise, 2014a, 2014b, 2016). Sometimes, 
traditions can be both affirming and adversarial depending upon interactions with 
other traditions. In a recent publication, Apelmo (2017) describes how the traditions 
associated with gender, disability, and sport interact, creating different effects for 
different groups. For instance, sport is generally an affirming tradition for males with 
and without disabilities but less so for females and can have a negative effect on the 
narratives of female athletes who have disabilities. The author describes how some 
women with disabilities must participate on mixed gender teams because of the 
relatively few number of qualified, same gendered peers. The women on these teams 
report dealing with sexist language, sexual harassment, treatment as inferior players, 
and stigmatization due to participating in sport activities considered to promote 
masculine qualities (Apelmo, 2017).

Virtues. Virtues are learned habits that bind the previous four aspects into a 
cohesive whole; enabling people to excel in practices, secure internal goods, author 
meaningful narratives, negotiate traditions and progress toward their teloi. Virtues, 
by their nature, have somewhat broad meanings that take on specific manifestations 
in individual situations. For example, as a virtue deemed necessary for excelling in 
any practice, justice is defined as providing other people with what they are due (Ma-
cIntyre, 2007) but what justice actually entails depends upon the context (MacIntyre, 
1988). Hence, justice may call for initiating legal actions in a scenario where the human 
rights of people with disabilities have been violated while in a scenario where students 
are explaining why an assignment is late, justice may call for a teacher to conduct thor-
ough discussions with his pupils. In addition to justice, MacIntyre (2007) acknowl-
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edges honesty and courage as universal virtues so for people to excel in any practice, 
they must be truthful in their dealings with others and do what is right even though 
doing so may potentially result in unfavorable personal consequences. 

In summary, MacIntyre’s theory of human flourishing is marked by deep, ethical 
involvement in social endeavors. The outcomes of these cooperative enterprises enrich 
people’s lives and contribute to a better society. Of considerable interest to therapeutic 
recreation professionals are two of those cooperative enterprises, leisure and recre-
ation. Both constructs are described in the next two sections as envisaged from a Ma-
cIntyrian perspective which ensures they serve as substantial, contributing factors to 
living well.

Leisure
The following conceptualization of leisure, derived from scholarship published by 

MacIntyre (1999, 2007) and Sylvester (2007), has been applied to TR (Wise, 2014b, 
2015). A complete recounting of the view is beyond the scope of this paper so the 
focus is on two relevant features: internal goods and virtues. Readers desiring a more 
complete discussion of the topic are directed to the article authored by Wise (2014b). 

Internal goods. Sylvester (2007) makes a strong, convincing case for conceiving 
of internal goods at two levels. At one level are internal goods linked with individual 
leisure practices. At the second or general level, encompassing all individual leisure 
practices, are at least two internal goods, community and freedom. With respect to 
community, the phrase “leisure practices” is synonymous with the phrase “leisure 
communities” (Wise, 2014b) “and every community is established with a view to 
some good” (Aristotle, 2001b, 1252a, 1-2). The goods of leisure communities include 
members helping each other navigate times of dependency, become more complex 
reasoners, learn how to excel, and craft inclusive standards that make it possible for 
people of all abilities to join the communities and excel, obtain life enriching internal 
goods, and flourish. 

There are at least three avenues by which members of practices, through thought-
ful deliberations, generate freedom, the second internal good of all leisure practices. 
First, leisure practices are dynamic and malleable so members are free to guide the di-
rection of a practice’s evolution through discourse (MacIntyre, 2007). Second, freedom 
is procured when deliberations aim at increasing leisure communities’ inclusivity of 
people with disabilities because some things about excelling and flourishing can only 
be learned from them (MacIntyre, 1999). For instance, learning of and acknowledg-
ing disability and dependency are inherent aspects of the human condition and there-
fore must be reflected in an empowering manner, in a theory of human flourishing. 
One such empowering action is creating multiple levels of standards to account for the 
varying levels of knowledge, skills, and abilities possessed by individuals. Executing 
this action provides a larger number of people with the freedom to excel at practices 
and flourish. Finally, deliberating the future direction of practices fosters greater self-
awareness among participants. As participants become more knowledgeable of their 
personal values, beliefs, attitudes, abilities and goals, they experience greater freedom 
to participate in personally expressive leisure practices, significant contributors to hu-
man flourishing (Waterman, 1990). 

Virtues. Beyond the three requisite virtues noted by MacIntyre, excelling at leisure 
practices necessitates the cultivation and exercise of four additional virtues: respect, 
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disinterestedness, playfulness, and phronesis (Sylvester, 2007). First, members of lei-
sure practices must respect other people, the environment and living things. Second, 
they must exhibit disinterestedness which means engaging in a leisure practice for the 
internal goods associated with that practice and not for the external goods of money, 
fame, and power (Huizinga, 1949/1980; Moriarity, 2014; Pieper, 1958/1998). The third 
virtue is playfulness, a mixture of “the seriousness one had as a child, at play” (Ni-
etzsche, 1989, p. 83) and eutrapelia which is defined as revitalizing the soul through 
play (Aquinas, 1952). Playfulness facilitates total immersion in a practice related ex-
perience which redirects consciousness from everyday problems and stress inducing 
situations to the activity at hand leading to restoration of people’s psychic vigor. The 
fourth virtue is phronesis or practical reasoning. Phronesis entails selecting and apply-
ing the most appropriate virtue or combination of virtues to a specific situation; doing 
the right thing for the right reason(s) at the right time in a given context. 

People with disabilities. Investigations report that when people with disabilities 
excel in leisure practices, they flourish. Specifically, they experience community, free-
dom and numerous other internal goods; author personal narratives that center on 
a leisure related telos; and through their participation, challenge traditions that typi-
cally limit and discriminate against people with disabilities (MacIntyre, 1999, 2007; 
Sylvester, 2007; Wise, 2014a, 2014b, 2015). Also, since living well is an interdependent 
endeavor, when people with disabilities excel in a leisure practice they flourish and 
contribute to the flourishing of other members of the practice as well as to the flourish-
ing of people with and without disabilities who are not members of the leisure practice 
(Wise, 2014b).  

Recreation
A second factor contributing to human flourishing is recreation. This section be-

gins with a brief overview of the scholarly literature on recreation before moving on to 
sketch a particular conceptualization of recreation. 

Literature review. Recreation has been long understood in terms of work; as a 
break from labor and a means to replenish one’s energy for completing future, labor 
related endeavors. This connection was articulated over 2000 years ago by Aristotle 
(2001a, 2001b) in two of his most prominent works, Nichomachean Ethics and Poli-
tics. The relationship has remained largely intact through the centuries and, even to-
day, many authors do not deviate far from Aristotle’s original formulation. De Grazia 
(1962/1994) wrote recreation is “activity that rests men from work, often by giving 
them a change (distraction, diversion) and restores (re-creates) them for work” (p. 
246). Pieper (1952) unambiguously stated, 

A break in one’s work [recreation], whether of an hour, a day or a week, is still 
part of the world of work. …The pause is made for the sake of work and in 
order to work, and a man is not only refreshed from work but for work. (p. 30)

More recently, Holba (2014) said, “recreation is important to human existence because 
it provides a short diversion and breaks up monotonous moments [work and obliga-
tions] that fill the day” (p. 183).
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However, not all scholars agree recreation can only be or is most accurately un-
derstood in terms of work. In a thought-provoking exposition drawing heavily from 
classical philosophers such as Aquinas and the contemporary philosopher Josef Pieper, 
Ramsay (2005) contends leisure induces recreation which, in turn, promotes human 
flourishing. He argues people cannot become fully human and flourish without recre-
ation, a conclusion fully supported by Haun (1994). 

For Ramsay (2005), playfulness and reflection are two distinctive qualities of lei-
sure activities that lead to restoration and revitalization, defining goods of recreation. 
Specifically, play results in rest and relaxation which restore people to the condition 
they were before they engaged in work endeavors and obligatory activities. Restoration 
plays a maintenance role, because once re-energized, people can engage in further work 
and obligatory activities. In comparison, the second good of recreation, revitalization 
is concerned with personal growth. Personal growth is promoted through reflection, 
which entails people contemplating and taking delight in their efforts, the efforts of 
others, and the workings of the world. Contemplation accomplishes two tasks. First, 
it enhances a person’s capacities for perception, language, imagination, intellect, so-
ciability, emotion, will, sexuality, life planning, virtuous behavior, and transcendence. 
Second, contemplation coalesces the enhanced capacities into a smoothly operating 
whole, rendering the new capacities fully functional. Accomplishing these two tasks 
leads to a new state of being from which people gain insights into what it means to live 
well, how the practices they excel in contribute to their flourishing and what further 
actions they must take to live well. Completing the tasks also renews their commitment 
to living well.

MacIntyrian-Based Conceptualization of Recreation
What ensues is an initial attempt at envisioning recreation from a MacIntyrian 

perspective. Guided by the publications of Sylvester (2007) and Wise (2014b) and the 
format of the immediately preceding examination of leisure, the discussion concen-
trates on internal goods and virtues associated with all individual recreation practices.

Internal goods. Based on recreation’s long-standing connection with work and 
the phenomenon’s role as a central factor in living well (Ramsay, 2005), at least two 
internal goods are postulated to accompany all MacIntyrian-conceived recreation 
practices: restoration and revitalization. First, participating in recreation practices re-
store people by infusing them with energy, strength, and life (Kelly, 2012; Sager, 2013). 
Boosted levels of energy, strength, and life help people tackle challenges and persevere 
against obstacles they encounter daily; discover new perspectives from which to ap-
proach perplexing problems; and remain enthusiastic toward building complex, thriv-
ing lives (Ramsay, 2005). 

For a number of people, restoration springs from taking part in recreation prac-
tices characterized as low key, relaxing, and mildly arousing. For other people, and 
somewhat counterintuitively, excelling in recreation practices initially causes physical 
and mental fatigue but participation is restorative, imbuing them with higher levels of 
physical and psychic energy due to the practices’ challenging and demanding natures 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Duvall & Kaplan, 2014). For instance, high altitude moun-
taineering (Burke, Durand-Bush, & Doell, 2010) and free rock climbing (Sparks, 2016), 
climbing without ropes, are physically and mentally arduous recreation practices that 
are inherently life threatening but participants report feeling refreshed due to their 
involvement. 
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The challenging, demanding nature of many recreation practices plays a role in the 
second internal good, revitalization, or personal growth. Namely, practices that stretch 
one’s skill, present clear goals and feedback, and require complete concentration for 
successful performance, nurture growth. Personal growth flows from increased com-
plexity which consists of two parts: differentiation and integration (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1990; Kleiber & McGuire, 2016). Demanding practices promote the development of 
physical, mental, social, emotional, and spiritual capacities and amalgamation of those 
capacities into a smoothly operating arrangement that enhances one’s functioning 
including interfacing with other people and the environment (Brightbill, 1961; Csik-
szentmihalyi, 1990; Haun, 1994; Kelly, 2012; Kleiber & McGuire, 2016; Nash, 1960; 
Ramsay, 2005). In other words, when people excel at challenging recreation practices, 
they become more diverse and unique through the accumulation of new knowledge, 
skills, and abilities. Furthermore, challenging practices force the new domain contents 
to integrate and operate in synchronized unity because all domains must function 
seamlessly together in order for individuals to attain performance standards. Continu-
ing with the examples of high altitude mountaineering and free rock climbing (Burke 
et al., 2010; Hardie-Bick & Bonner, 2016; Sparks, 2016), members of both practices 
become more individually distinctive as they improve their physical skills, judgment, 
emotional regulation, communication, and ability to more clearly ‘see’ the essences of 
other living things in the environment. The new qualities meld into a well-organized 
system better suited to effectively and efficiently interacting with other practice mem-
bers and the natural environment.

Virtues. Virtues are procured habits that “enable us to achieve those goods which 
are internal to practices” (MacIntyre, 2007, p. 191). At a minimum, the virtues of eu-
trapelia, integrity, and curiosity, in addition to honesty, justice and courage noted by 
MacIntyre (2007) as necessary for all practices, are required to excel in recreation prac-
tices. 

First, members of recreation practices must cultivate and exercise the virtue of eu-
trapelia because doing so results in the internal good of restoration. Eutrapelia restores 
the soul when the soul becomes tired from conducting its work, reasoning (Aquinas, 
1952). As noted earlier in this article, Sylvester (2007) incorporates eutrapelia, revi-
talizing the soul through play (Aquinas, 1952), into the virtue of playfulness which 
he identifies as necessary for excelling in leisure practices but a reading of Aquinas 
clearly reveals the restorative nature of eutrapelia and its direct applicability to recre-
ation practices. The act of reasoning results in a “weariness of soul [which is] remedied 
by resting the soul: and the soul’s rest is pleasure…the remedy for weariness of soul…
consist[s] in the application of some pleasure” (Aquinas, 1952, p. 1872, Q. 168, Art. 
2).  “[T]he pleasure derived from such actions [recreation practices] is directed to the 
recreation and rest of the soul” (Aquinas, 1952, p. 1873, Q. 168, Art. 2). In other words, 
engaging in pleasurable recreation activities rejuvenates one’s soul, enabling it to con-
tinue performing its function. 

Exercising integrity (Ekenberg, 2011; Robson, 2015), a second requisite virtue of 
recreation practices, yields the internal good of revitalization. It does so by fostering 
integration of the physical, mental, social, emotional and spiritual domains of a person 
into a cohesive whole. More specifically, integrity “demands that one stands for some-
thing before others” (Ekenberg, 2011, p. 130). A primary avenue for generating revi-
talization is the adoption and attainment of moral standards that codify what a person 
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stands for and which span multiple domains. The contents of the moral standards stem 
from cogitating on what the good life means and identifying ethical behaviors required 
to achieve the good life (Ramsay, 2005). Consistently displaying the concomitant deeds 
in the presence of other people over an extended temporal span and across diverse 
contexts clearly reflects a person’s moral character.

Another virtue related to revitalization is curiosity. Curiosity is an active desire to 
know that causes people to ask probing questions and carefully scrutinize the respons-
es (Baumgarten, 2001; Fisher, 2000). Curiosity or a questioning spirit promotes com-
plexity by propelling people to discover “things…that have inherent interest and are 
worth exploring, things worthy of my time and my engagement” (Baumgarten, 2001, p. 
179; Fisher, 2000). Beyond promoting complexity, discovering interesting and worthy 
things encourages people to think deeply about the activities they pursue and their 
lives and to care about other people and the world. For example, genuinely wanting to 
and actually learning about a fellow member of a recreation practice frequently leads 
to greater understanding of and concern for the person which are often manifested in 
the performance of altruistic deeds (Baumgarten, 2001; Fisher, 2000). Likewise, many 
recreation practices take place in the natural environment so intentionally acquiring 
knowledge about nature nurtures admiration for its beauty and the intricacy of rela-
tionships among its constituting elements. Admiration leads to a sense of obligation 
and undertaking behaviors directed at preserving nature’s splendor.

  Mountain biking. At this point, the recreation practice of mountain biking is de-
picted in MacIntyrian terms. Due to space limitations, the discussion concentrates on 
what it takes to excel in terms of physical and mental skills and ethical behaviors. The 
discussion concludes with an enumeration of internal goods emanating from excelling 
at the practice.

Mountain biking, defined as “bicycling off-road on trails, in hilly or mountainous 
terrain, using a bicycle with a heavy frame and wide tires” (Creyer, Ross, & Evers, 2003, 
p. 252), originated in the San Francisco bay area of California in the early 1970s when 
riders added balloon tires, disc brakes, and derailleurs to Schwinn Cruisers and rode 
the novel bikes on the trails of Mount Tamalpais (Savre, Saint-Martin, & Terret, 2010; 
Whitmore, 2009). The physically and mentally strenuous practice requires riders to 
climb steep ascents and descend precipitous trails while deftly maneuvering around or 
negotiating elements such as animals, rocks, tree roots, gullies, and downed trees. Ex-
celling demands members of the practice competently employ riding skills such as cor-
nering, climbing, jumping, shifting, and positioning one’s body weight for maximum 
traction as well as the mechanical skills of fixing broken chains, adjusting derailleurs 
and repairing flat tires (Whitmore, 2009). From a physical standpoint, bikers must 
be aerobically fit, agile, and flexible, and possess good eyesight, quick reflexes, and 
muscular strength (Dodson, 1996; Whitmore, 2009). Mentally, they exhibit focused 
concentration and possess strong self-efficacy and the ability to make rapid, accurate 
decisions. Finally, good mountain bikers act ethically. They obey signage, respect the 
environment and wildlife, stay off of wet and muddy trails, pack out trash, ride within 
their limits, yield to riders headed uphill, clearly announce their intentions to pass oth-
er riders, and do not trespass or loiter in the middle of the trail (International Moun-
tain Bicycling Association, n.d.; Norling, Anderson, Carbonneau, & Leeman, 2011).  

Mountain bikers who excel access numerous internal goods. Bikers report feeling 
renewed and rejuvenated after riding (Brown, 2017; Dodson, 1996; Skår, Odden, & Vis-
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tad, 2008). In addition, riding enhances their physical skills and leads to more accurate 
self-knowledge through the testing of personal physical and mental limits (Dodson, 
1996). Other reported goods include improved health, relationships with fellow bikers, 
increased ability to realistically assess risks, pleasure, exhilaration, adrenaline rushes, 
freedom, recognition as a mountain biker and greater appreciation for the beauty of 
nature (Brown, 2017; Creyer et al., 2003; Dodson, 1996; Patrick, 1988; Skår et al., 2008).

At least three virtues are implicated in accessing the internal goods of mountain 
biking. One virtue, playfulness, is closely linked with eutrapelia and contributes to res-
toration. Playfulness is manifested in bikers’ experimental interactions with different 
natural features such as rocks, roots, bumps, and terrain undulations (Brown, 2017). 
When riders become totally engrossed in the interplay of their bodies and the natural 
environment, the complete absorption on the situation at hand clears their minds of 
everything except the present moment and recharges them mentally.  Curiosity, the sec-
ond virtue, fuels learning about the natural surroundings because without the physical 
landscape the practice ceases to exist. Increased knowledge of the natural surround-
ings leads to a greater respect for it and performance of environmentally protective 
behaviors (IMBA, n.d.; Skår et al., 2008; Whitmore, 2009).  Integrity, the third virtue, 
leads to revitalization through causing the enhanced physical skills and more accurate 
self-knowledge resulting from mountain biking to be assimilated into the overall view 
of the self (Dodson, 1996). 

Linkages among Recreation, Leisure, and Human Flourishing 
Employing “superficial concepts and spurious distinctions” (van Moorst, 1982, 

p. 157) diminishes our ability to recognize that recreation and leisure “are uniquely 
important to the human condition” (Holba, 2014, p. 181). In contrast, founding 
recreation and leisure on MacIntyre’s theory leads to recognizing the constructs as 
complex entities and fundamental contributors to flourishing (MacIntyre, 1999, 2007; 
Wise, 2014b). Moreover, a shared foundation ensures recreation and leisure exhibit 
a number of commonalities including participants pursuing excellence, performing 
virtuous behaviors, securing life enriching goods, constructing coherent personal 
narratives, bettering the lives of other people and contributing to a better society 
(MacIntyre, 1999, 2007). The commonalities, representing the core aspects of human 
flourishing, should assure TRSs of the strong links among recreation, leisure, and living 
well. 

Though the conceptualizations share similarities details differ between the two 
categories of practices and from practice to practice within each category. To illustrate, 
excelling in all recreation and leisure practices demands the cultivation and exercise 
of honesty, justice, and courage (MacIntyre, 2007). However, recreation practices also 
call for members to exhibit integrity and curiosity while leisure practices call for mem-
bers to be respectful and primarily focused on obtaining internal rather than external 
goods. Furthermore, while courage is a virtue required for all practices, what coura-
geousness entails for a high altitude mountaineer is different than what it entails for a 
member of an organization devoted to a social cause such as guaranteeing equal rights 
for same sex couples (MacIntyre, 1999, 2007; Wise, 2014b).

The commonalities closely align recreation and leisure practices and intimately 
link both to flourishing but the similarities induce an interesting circumstance, namely 
that some practices contain elements strongly correlated with recreation and elements 
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strongly correlated with leisure (Sager, 2013). For instance, a snow skier who normally 
skis on weekday nights to re-energize herself for the next day of work might not have 
been able to ski during the week but volunteer teaches an adapted skiing lesson on 
Sunday. It is quite conceivable teaching the lesson contributes to a sense she belongs 
to a community, provides freedom to express herself, replenishes her energy so she 
can return to work on Monday, and makes her a more complex, cohesive person. If 
so, then skiing simultaneously exhibits characteristics of recreation and leisure. Future 
scholarly investigations ought to determine if the two categories should be re-concep-
tualized, more clearly differentiating them from one another or if practices displaying 
characteristics of recreation and leisure comprise a separate, third category of practices 
that are also intimately linked to flourishing.

Actions Undertaken By TRSs
Although the presented conceptualizations of recreation, leisure, and human 

flourishing hold promise for TR and the people it serves, TRSs need to be aware of 
and respond with action to at least four conditions. First, recreation and leisure are 
dynamic and continuously evolving, socially constructed entities (Wise, 2014b).                            
“[P]ractices never have a goal or goals fixed for all time” (MacIntyre, 2007, p. 193) and 
are partially discerned by a “continuous argument” as to what a particular practice “is 
and ought to be” (p. 222). This argument or ongoing dialogue among members of a 
practice determines the standards they must adhere to, virtues they must exercise, ac-
tions entailed by the virtues, internal goods they can access, and the telos of the prac-
tice. Due to the mutable nature of practices, numerous views of recreation and leisure 
have been formulated over time and many versions currently exist. Additionally, both 
entities will continue transforming in the future. 

Rather than simply letting changes occur without informed guidance, TRSs need 
to cultivate “a way of thinking about [recreation and] leisure which is critical, discur-
sive and reflective” (Blackshaw, 2010, p. xiv). A goal of thinking this way is to strength-
en and enhance recreation and leisure practices’ connections and contributions to 
flourishing. Two ways to strengthen and enhance connections and contributions are 
a) revising existing criteria for what it means to excel so that practices actively and 
unambiguously welcome people from various ethnicities and b) devising new criteria 
that accommodate the vast range of abilities displayed by people with disabilities. Mak-
ing these types of changes increases the number of people who can become members 
of practices, excel, obtain internal goods, and flourish (Wise, 2014b). This outcome 
holds positive implications for people who are not members of the affected practices 
as flourishing is an interdependent enterprise. When more participants of a practice 
flourish, the internal goods they experience such as improved functioning and health 
can contribute to the flourishing of non-members. For example, if a person’s function-
ing and health are enhanced through involvement in a recreation practice, she is more 
likely to become or remain employed in a position where she creates products or deliv-
ers services that improve the health and functioning of a society’s inhabitants, some of 
whom are not members of the recreation practice (Wise, 2017).

The second condition concerns the plurality of conceptualizations. Numerous ver-
sions of recreation, leisure, and what it means to live well currently exist, and no single 
vision for any of the three concepts is unanimously endorsed. In fact, society is marked 
by a large array of religious and secular visions of the good life and component ele-
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ments (Nussbaum, 2006, 2013). Thus, to best serve various populations and concomi-
tant visions, TRSs must find and employ an overarching theoretical framework that is 
compatible with multiple visions of living well but yet retains recreation and leisure as 
significant features of flourishing (Wise,  2018). 

Fortunately, Nussbaum (2006, 2009, 2013) developed the Capabilities Approach, 
a theory that accomplishes both tasks. The theory catalogues ten freedoms or capabili-
ties all people within a just society are to be guaranteed because those capabilities are 
necessary for living a dignified human life (Nussbaum, 2006, 2009, 2013). One of the 
10 capabilities is the provision of sufficient opportunities for participating in recre-
ation and leisure practices. Since the Capabilities Approach does not define or describe 
recreation, leisure, or what it means to live well in detail, people can adopt differing 
views of the three concepts. This flexibility allows a plurality of conceptualizations to 
coexist as long as what it means to live well is substantially derived from the capabilities 
ascertained by Nussbaum. Therefore, to accommodate the multitude of moral visions 
held by service recipients, TRSs are strongly urged to adopt the Capabilities Approach 
framework as a guide for designing services that effectively promote living well among 
disparate groups (Wise, 2018).

Embracing the Capabilities Approach leads to a third action, serving as social 
justice agents who are charged with making certain that people with disabilities have 
access to a sufficient number of opportunities for exceling in a broad range of recre-
ation and leisure practices (Wise, 2018). This is a critical charge because, compared to 
people without disabilities, people with disabilities, especially those with more severe 
disabilities, have fewer chances to participate in recreation and leisure practices (Aus-
tin & Lee, 2013; Darcy & Dowse, 2013; Rimmer, 2005). The inequality exists due to 
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and structural reasons (Darcy, Lock, & Taylor, 2017) so to 
be most effective in increasing access to recreation and leisure practices, TRSs need to 
embrace and utilize theoretical models that view disability as resulting from personal 
and environmental factors (Anderson & Heyne, 2012; Carruthers & Hood, 2007; Wise, 
2016). Utilizing such explanatory models means that interventions may address fac-
tors in one or more of the categories. For example, at the intrapersonal level, TRSs may 
deliver services aimed at strengthening people’s self-efficacy or improving their physi-
cal functioning levels. At the interpersonal level, TR goals may center on making sure 
recreation staff are welcoming and well prepared for providing inclusionary supports. 
With respect to the structural level, TRSs may focus on ensuring facilities are physically 
accessible and that the standards of individual recreation practices accommodate the 
abilities of all members. Furthermore, an intervention may target factors from two or 
more categories simultaneously. In the case of snow skiing, a person’s physical strength 
may need to be increased, ski instructors may need to be trained to teach skiers with 
disabilities, and adapted downhill skiing equipment may need to be furnished.

The final condition is the underdeveloped state of the recreation conceptualiza-
tion forwarded in this article. From a MacIntyrian standpoint, two key components 
needing augmentation are the traditions of work and leisure. Particularly, the emphasis 
should be on generating temporal-based descriptions of the relationships both tradi-
tions have had with recreation. TRSs should conduct the examinations in a manner 
comparable to Cunningham’s (2014) investigation of the relationships between work 
and leisure. Confining his analysis to England for the years 1700 to 1970, Cunningham 
(2014) decisively demonstrated that the relationship between leisure and work, rather 
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than being monolithic, was more accurately represented as multiple relationships with 
each relationship applicable to a delimited geographical location(s) and social group(s) 
for a discrete time period(s). If analogous results are found between recreation and 
the traditions of work and leisure, then TRSs will learn they must discern the impacts 
of work and leisure on recreation at the level of individual service recipients or clearly 
delimited groups rather than simply assuming large populations of people are affected 
identically by the same tradition. 

Conclusion
As recreation and leisure-based professionals for whom facilitating human flour-

ishing is a central goal, it is our responsibility to craft a vision of living well in which 
recreation and leisure play leading roles. Crafting such a vision is “what we should be 
doing … finding new ways for making our [recreation and] leisure more meaningful” 
(Blackshaw, 2010, p. 149) with the understanding that this is “a project which is forever 
unfinished, perhaps unfinishable” (p. 149). Instead of being dismayed because any vi-
sion we conceive now will undoubtedly undergo alterations in the future, we should be 
buoyed by the perpetual opportunity to deepen the concepts of recreation and leisure, 
progressively making them more influential and important aspects of human flourish-
ing (Blackshaw, 2010).  
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