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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to understand the perceptions of people with disabilities 
and their families about involvement in inclusive and segregated recreation program-
ming. Many in the field have promoted inclusive services over segregated services, 
pointing out that segregated services are “separate but not equal” (Snow, 2013b, p. 1). 
Despite the promotion and expansion of inclusive services, segregated programs persist 
in numerous service settings and people with disabilities and their families continue to 
use these services.  When the benefits of inclusion are well documented, why do people 
with disabilities and their families continue to participate in segregated services? In 
this qualitative study, a purposeful sample of 15 individuals with varying disabilities 
was interviewed. Results showed that people with disabilities and their families chose 
segregated recreation programs for the program structure, such as competition level 
and skill development. The exclusiveness of segregated programs was viewed nega-
tively. The role that support systems play in the choice between segregated or inclusive 
programs emerged as a significant theme, and the influence of supports appeared to be 
a strong determinant in whether participants were involved in segregated or inclusive 
recreation. Social relationships and other benefits such as physical activity were impor-
tant to participants. It is important for service professionals to provide information on 
inclusive programs and supports.  
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Recreation is an important con-
tributor to quality of life of all people, 
but it has a particularly valuable impact 
on quality of life for people with 
disabilities (Anderson & Heyne, 2012). 
The value of recreation for people with 
disabilities comes not only from the 
physical and psychological benefits, but 
research shows that the social benefits 
of recreation experiences may be most 
impactful (Anderson & Heyne, 2012; 
Carruthers & Hood, 2007; Devine & 
Lashua, 2002). Historically, recreation for 
people with disabilities has been delivered 
through segregated recreation programs 
where people are grouped together 
and participate based on disability, not 
necessarily on interest in the activity 
(Anderson & Kress, 2003; Watcher & 
McGowan, 2002). Segregated programs 
by their nature limit some social benefits 
of recreation (Snow, 2013a). 

A more current philosophy regarding 
participation of people with disabilities 
in recreation is inclusion, where people 
with and without disabilities participate 
in recreation opportunities together 
(Anderson, 2012; Anderson & Kress, 
2003). Efforts to expand inclusion in 
recreation have created new opportunities 
for people with disabilities to experience 
a broader range of leisure and social 
experiences (Anderson, 2012; Anderson 
& Kress, 2003; Klitzing & Wachter, 2005; 
Scholl, Smith, & Davison, 2005). Many in 
the field have promoted inclusive services 
over segregated services, pointing out 
that segregated services are “separate 
but not equal” (Snow, 2013b, p. 1). 
Despite the promotion and expansion of 
inclusive services, segregated programs 
persist in numerous service settings and 
people with disabilities and their families 
continue to use these services. 

The purpose of this study was to un-
derstand the perceptions of people with 

disabilities and their families about in-
volvement in inclusive and segregated 
recreation programming. For what rea-
sons do people with disabilities and their 
families continue to choose to participate 
in programs that are segregated? Why 
do they choose inclusive services? What 
factors motivate or support recreation 
involvement in either type of program-
ming and what benefits do participants 
perceive from participation? This study 
explores these questions in order to help 
service providers offer programs that will 
help people with disabilities engage fully 
in meaningful recreation experiences of 
their choice. 

Literature Review

Historically, recreation participation 
of people with disabilities was limited 
to segregated activities where people 
participated based on disability, not 
necessarily interest (Anderson & Kress, 
2003; Rynders, Schleien, & Matson, 
2003; Snow, 2013b; Snow, 2013c; Watcher 
& McGowan, 2002). The prevailing 
philosophy held that individuals with 
disabilities needed separate programs to 
accommodate lower skill levels, different 
learning processes, or different physical 
abilities (Fennick & Royle, 2003).

Research has explored the benefits 
of engagement in segregated recreation 
programs (Siperstein et al., 2006; 
Zabriskie, Lundberg, & Groff, 2005). One 
comprehensive national study organized 
by the Special Olympics organization 
researched the motivations of athletes to 
pursue and leave its programs (Siperstein 
et al., 2006). The three main motives 
for participation in Special Olympics 
programs were fun and enjoyment, 
social aspects, and competition. Research 
that examined segregated or disability-
specific summer camps found benefits 
for people with disabilities included 
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increased self-esteem, improved attitudes 
toward disability, self-acceptance, and 
social bonding (Brannan, Arick, & 
Fullerton, 1997; Briery & Rabian, 1999; 
Dawson, Knapp, & Farmer, 2012; Devine 
& Dawson, 2010; Goodwin & Staples, 
2005; Michalksi, Mishna, Worthington, 
& Cummings, 2003). The amount of 
social support and peer acceptance in a 
segregated setting, creating a sanctuary of 
sorts, was cited as a benefit in other studies 
(Bedini & Thomas, 2012; Michalski 
et al., 2003). Neumeyer, Smith and 
Lundegren (1993) researched the leisure 
of participants with Down syndrome 
and found that choice was a key factor in 
positive recreation experiences, whether 
segregated or inclusive.  

As opposed to segregated recreation, 
inclusion is the philosophy that 
individuals with and without disabilities 
can and should engage in recreation 
together. In inclusive recreation programs, 
participation is open to all people, and 
accommodations are made for those who 
need them (Anderson, 2012; Anderson 
& Kress, 2003; Dattilo, 2002; Miller, 
Schleien, & Lausier, 2009; Schleien, Ray, 
& Green, 1997). Physical inclusion and 
social inclusion, the idea that people feel 
welcomed and wanted in the program 
in which they are participating, are both 
addressed to facilitate full inclusion 
(Anderson & Kress, 2003). 

Research over the past quarter 
century has investigated the benefits 
of inclusive recreation to both people 
with and without disabilities (Anderson, 
Schleien, McAvoy, & Lais, 1997; Bedini, 
2000; Devine & Lashua, 2002; Devine 
& Wilhite, 2000; Fennick & Royle, 
2003; Heyne, Schleien, & Rynders, 
1997; Kuntsler, Thompson, & Croke, 
2013; Peck, Donaldson, & Pezzoli, 
1990; Schleien, Ray, & Green, 1997). 
Benefits documented in the research 

include the development of friendships, 
increased self-image when accepted by 
peers, feeling a part of the community, 
increased self-esteem, increased physical 
fitness, greater self-sufficiency, decreased 
negative stereotypes, and other positive 
outcomes. Inclusion focuses on the 
activity, not the disability, resulting in a 
greater respect between people of various 
abilities (Anderson & Kress, 2003; 
Schleien & Green, 1992; Snow, 2013b).

Several studies have described various 
levels of inclusion as well as barriers to 
inclusion. West (1984) found that people 
with disabilities, especially those who had 
both visibly obvious disabilities and who 
felt stigmatized, often perceived a lack of 
social acceptance in leisure. Those who 
experienced this lack of social acceptance 
often avoided inclusive leisure services. 
Bedini (2000), in a follow-up study, 
found similar perceptions in people 
with disabilities, including feelings of 
helplessness and resistance. Thus, the 
level of social acceptance experienced 
by participants may inhibit inclusive 
recreation involvement (Devine & 
Wilhite, 2000; Olkin & Howson, 1994). 
Devine and Lashua (2002) found that 
the degree of social acceptance felt by 
the participants is related to the quality 
of their experience in recreation. The 
higher the social acceptance and the 
higher the quality of the experience, the 
more frequently the participant wanted 
to participate in the program. 

Another potential barrier to inclu-
sion in recreation is the continual use 
of and reliance on segregated recreation 
programs (Anderson & Heyne, 2000; An-
derson & Kress, 2003). Recreation service 
providers may find it more convenient to 
offer segregated programs, often delegat-
ing this function to other nonprofit or-
ganizations (Anderson & Heyne, 2000). 
Families may find it easier to manage 
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participation in segregated settings, feel-
ing more secure about qualified staffing 
(Anderson & Heyne, 2000). Though seg-
regated programs may provide additional 
options for participants and families, 
these same programs may also inhibit 
inclusion, a phenomenon that Taylor 
(2004) has described as being “caught 
in the continuum.” Taylor attributed this 
phenomenon to the readiness mentality, 
where people with disabilities must de-
velop and exhibit pre-requisite skills in 
a specialized setting or program before 
they are allowed to participate in inclu-
sive services. He asserted that, due to this 
readiness model, participants become 
trapped in segregated service settings and 
are denied access to the richer context of 
inclusive community living.

Not all participation in segregated 
programs, however, is due to a lack of 
choices or a readiness mentality. Many 
individuals with disabilities may elect to 
engage in both inclusive and segregated 
recreation depending on their recreation 
goals or the particular activity. Schleien 
and Green (1992) discussed the idea of a 
continuum of recreation options includ-
ing noninvolvement, segregated, inte-
grated, and fully accessible and inclusive 
programs, offering individuals the choice 
to participate in opportunities anywhere 
on the continuum. Little is known, how-
ever, about how participants or their 
families decide on the recreation options 
available to them in this continuum.

Thus, though the benefits and bar-
riers to engagement in both segregated 
and inclusive recreation have been docu-
mented, it is not clear how people with 
disabilities and their families choose one 
type of recreation involvement or the 
other. Why do people choose to partici-
pate in segregated recreation without try-
ing inclusive recreation? Why do some 
families choose only inclusive services? 

Is there a perception that segregated 
services will provide a stepping stone to 
inclusive services? This inductive study 
attempted to further explore the percep-
tions of people with disabilities and their 
families when choosing segregated versus 
inclusive recreation.

Method

A qualitative approach was used in 
this study to achieve an in-depth look at 
specific individuals and their choices and 
motives for style of recreation participa-
tion, segregated, inclusive, or both. Using 
an inductive grounded theory approach, 
no theoretical framework was used to 
guide the study. Instead, a grounded 
approach was used to let a theoretical 
perspective, if present, emerge from the 
voices of the study participants (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1999). The researcher conducted 
in-depth interviews with participants and 
family members to capture those voices. 

Participants
The study participants were selected 

using purposive sampling, where individ-
uals who have the specific characteristics 
of importance to this study were deliber-
ately selected. This type of sampling led 
to information rich cases using a small 
sample (n=15) (Patton, 2002). The ini-
tial sampling list was obtained from the 
contacts of a university-based inclusive 
recreation resource center in upstate New 
York. From there, a snowball technique 
was used to recruit additional partici-
pants based on recommendations from 
initial sample participants.

Participants were selected in order to 
achieve a mix of males and females of dif-
ferent age levels, with various disabilities 
and various recreation experiences. The 
study participants were also chosen to 
include a mix of those who participated 
in segregated and inclusive recreation 
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programs as well as only segregated pro-
grams. The purposeful sample achieved 
a mix of people across these experience 
levels (see Table 1). Participants ranged 
in age from 8 to 53 years and included a 
variety of disabilities (sensory, physical, 
and intellectual). Eight participants were 
male and seven were female. Twelve of 
the participants were involved in segre-
gated and inclusive recreation and three 
participants in segregated programs only.

Data were collected using a guided, 
semi-structured interview format. Inter-
view questions were developed to address 
the main research questions and in con-
cert with the literature review. Consistent 

with the goals of qualitative research, 
questions were open-ended in order to 
allow participants to clearly describe 
their experiences in their own words (see 
Table 2 for interview guide). 

Interviews were conducted by the 
primary researcher in either face-to-face 
or phone interviews. Each interview last-
ed around one hour. Probes were used to 
elicit more in-depth information. Fam-
ily members were included in interviews 
with some participants to provide greater 
context and elaboration of responses if 
communication skills warranted this 
support. Interviews were audiotaped and 
later transcribed for analysis. 30 
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Table 1 
 
Characteristics of Participants in the Study 
 

 
Name* 

 
Age 

 
Gender 

 
Disability 

 
Who Was 
Interviewed? 
 

 
Experience in Recreation  

Aaron 38 Male Cerebral Palsy Aaron Segregated only 
 

Aidan 12 Male Autism Aidan and Mom Both segregated and inclusive 
 

Alyssa 11 Female Septo-optic Dysphasia 
(Blindness) 

Alyssa and Mom Both segregated and inclusive 

Cara 21 Female Down Syndrome Cara and Mom Both segregated and inclusive 
 

Carly 15 Female Autism Carly and Mom Segregated only 
 

Casey 24 Male Down Syndrome Dad only Segregated only 
 

Evan 24 Male Spina Bifida Evan Both segregated and inclusive 
 

Gary 53 Male Paraplegia Gary Both segregated and inclusive 
 

Jake 26 Male Muscular Dystrophy Jake Both segregated and inclusive 
 

Joan 51 Female Intellectual Disability Joan Both segregated and inclusive 
 

Josh 24 Male Asperger’s Syndrome Josh, Mom and 
Dad 
 

Both segregated and inclusive 
 

Julie 22 Female Intellectual Disability Julie and Mom Both segregated and inclusive 
 

Maddy 8 Female Intellectual Disability Maddy and Mom Both segregated and inclusive 
 

Nicole 17  Female Intellectual Disability Nicole and Mom Both segregated and inclusive 
 

Shawn 22 Male Intellectual Disability, 
Asperger’s Syndrome 

Shawn and Mom Both segregated and inclusive 
 
 

*Pseudonyms used to protect confidentiality of participants 
 

Table 1

Characteristics of Participants in the Study
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Constant comparison method was 
used to analyze the data obtained during 
the interviews. This method of analysis 
uses inductive reasoning and category 
coding to compare relationships within 
and between categories (Miles, Huber-

man, & Saldana, 2013; Patton, 2002). In 
this study, perceptions of people with 
disabilities and their families about in-
volvement in segregated recreation and 
inclusive recreation experiences were ex-
plored. Categories and subcategories that 
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Table 2 
 
Interview Guide Used in the Study 
 
Experience with segregated or specialized recreation programs 

• What is your experience with specialized recreation programs (programs specifically for people 
with disabilities)? 

• Do you still participate in specialized recreation? If yes, describe. 
o If yes, what things do you like about these programs? What do you dislike about these 

programs? 
o If not, why do you no longer participate? 

 
Experience with inclusive recreation 

• What is your experience in inclusive recreation (recreation including both people with and 
without disabilities)? 

• Do you currently participate in inclusive recreation programs? If yes, describe. 
o If yes, what things do you like about these programs? What do you dislike about these 

programs? 
o If not, why do you not participate in these programs? 

 
Current recreation involvement 

• Please describe any other recreation programs and activities you are currently involved in.  
 
Comparison of specialized vs. inclusive recreation involvement  

• What do you think are the main differences between participating in specialized recreation 
programs and inclusive recreation programs? 

o How have these differences affected you? 
• What things have helped/encouraged you to participate in recreation, either specialized or 

inclusive? 
o What has hindered you? 

• Has anything you have learned or experienced in specialized recreation programs helped you 
to participate in inclusive recreation programs? If yes, describe.  

• Were you ever encouraged to participate in, or informed of, inclusive recreation opportunities 
in a specialized recreation program? 

 
Social Supports 

• Who has helped you to participate in recreation (family, friends, etc.)? 
o How have they helped you? 
o What activities did they, or do they currently, want you to do? 
o What activities did they, or do they currently, not want you to do? 
o Do you participate in activities together?  

• Have you ever been in a program and worked with a CTRS (Certified Therapeutic Recreation 
Specialist)? 

o If yes, how did they help you? 
 
Self-determination in recreation 

• Who chooses what you do for recreation (family, yourself, etc.)? 
• When you have had a new recreation interest, how have you followed through with that idea? 

 

Table 2

Interview Guide Used in the Study
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emerged from the data were identified, 
classified, and compared to each other. 
Categories were determined after reading 
and rereading the interview transcripts 
and emergent subcategories were noted. 

Data analysis was conducted by 
the primary researcher and a secondary 
researcher. In the initial phases of 
qualitative data analysis, two additional 
auditors identified major themes that 
emerged from a selection of the data, 
in relation to the research questions. 
There was strong agreement between 
the findings of the researchers and the 
findings of the auditors regarding the 
major categories and subcategories, 
where all themes and subthemes aligned. 

Results

The major categories that emerged 
from the data to indicate why partici-
pants and their families chose segregated 

or inclusive recreation programs were (a) 
differences in program structure between 
segregated and inclusive recreation pro-
grams, (b) the role of supports in facili-
tating the recreation experience, (c) the 
importance of social relationships across 
program types, and (d) benefits obtained 
from involvement in segregated and/or 
inclusive recreation services. Within each 
category, subcategories that emerged 
from the data were substantiated with 
exemplary quotes from participants and 
their parents. Table 3 provides a sum-
mary of the categories and subcategories 
evident in the data.

Differences in Program Structure between 
Segregated and Inclusive Recreation 

Program structure emerged as a 
major category that influenced whether 
participants chose inclusive or segregated 
services. Appropriate competition levels 
and the skill-building nature of segre-
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Table 3 
 
Categories and Subcategories that Emerged from the Interview Data 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Category 

 
Subcategories 

 
Differences in Structure between 
Segregated and Inclusive Programs 

 
• Competition levels  
• Skill building focus of segregated programs 

 • Exclusiveness of segregated programs 
  
Role of Supports • Support networks encouraging inclusion 
 • Support networks encouraging segregated programs 
 • Using supports for inclusion 

 
Importance of Social Relationships • Motivator for participation  

• Social norms/expectations 
 • Relating to other people 
  
Benefits to Participation in 
Recreation 

• Physical activity/exercise 
• Increased self-confidence 

 • Seeing people as people first 
  

Table 3

Categories and Subcategories that Emerged from the Interview Data



Mayer and Anderson 157

gated programs were the main positive 
structural differences mentioned by par-
ticipants. The exclusive structure of seg-
regated or specialized programs emerged 
as a major negative impact.

Competition level. When asked the 
main differences between involvement in 
a segregated program and an inclusive 
recreation program, participants spoke 
about the difference in the competitive 
nature of segregated programs as com-
pared with inclusive programs, where in-
clusive programs were seen as more com-
petitive. One participant stated,

It [segregated recreation pro-
gram] was really a lot of fun. If 
you have people with disabili-
ties, you don’t get the compe-
tition. If you have a competi-
tive attitude you get spoken to 
because they [staff] don’t want 
that, they want us to have fun, 
to learn our skills. That is what I 
always liked about it, because it 
is like sometimes people get too 
competitive and it is no fun… 
You get a whole different atti-
tude [in a segregated program]. 
With soccer I enjoyed it because 
of the fact that it wasn’t competi-
tive. We weren’t out there to drill 
each other. I don’t even know if 
we even competed. The pressure 
is taken off; immediately it was 
more relaxing.

When speaking of the difference 
in competition levels, one mother of a 
participant stated, 

It [segregated recreation pro-
gram] is more focused on skills 
rather than on competition. I 
think that is the main thing. 
Carly is not interested in com-
petition. She likes to participate 
but she doesn’t care who wins or 

loses. She likes to play basketball 
in the driveway with her brother 
but she is just as excited for him 
getting a basket as she is for her-
self.

Other participants said it was im-
portant to be able to be competitive at 
their own level. Particularly for individu-
als with physical disabilities, specialized 
programs, like wheelchair sports, were 
preferred because the programs were an 
outlet to be competitive. Some partici-
pants felt they might not have been able 
to compete at as high a level in more in-
clusive programs. One participant who 
was an avid athlete stated,

I mean, most inclusive recre-
ation, as opposed to specialized 
recreation, if it is a competitive 
setting, specialized (recreation) 
ensures more fair competition 
and you get to share life experi-
ences that relate to disability. If 
it is a competitive type of pro-
gram, I prefer the specialized. 
The competition is more even 
and fair. That is not to say that 
you couldn’t create the same 
type of situation with an inclu-
sive program,that is workable…

While some people enjoyed segre-
gated programs because of decreased 
competition, others liked them because 
the programs allowed them to compete 
within their skill set. One father of a par-
ticipant, who also volunteered with a seg-
regated program, stated, 

When you are competing, you 
compete in groups, so when you 
are bowling you bowl with four 
or five people. When you do 
volleyball, you are with four or 
five people. All the skills are done 
in groups, and we group people 
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based upon their abilities. We 
don’t have someone with great 
abilities here and poor abilities 
here put in the same group and 
they feel bad. You put them with 
people of similar abilities and 
then they compete and the best 
will win in that event. You try 
not to embarrass people and let 
them compete at their own level. 

Skill-building focus of segregated 
programs. The second subcategory 
related to program structure that emerged 
from the interview data was the focus on 
skill-building in segregated programs. 
One father provided this response when 
asked about the main reasons he liked 
segregated programs for his son:

He couldn’t have competed in a 
typical basketball team, he didn’t 
have the ability. He couldn’t run 
up and down the court and he 
wouldn’t be able to figure out 
the plays, but he can stand and 
shoot foul shots. 

Another parent reiterated this theme 
when discussing her daughter’s partici-
pation in a segregated recreation pro-
gram:  

The coach works really hard to 
get the kids to work on their 
throwing and hitting, which 
I thought was really good for 
her. They work on the areas the 
parents think they need help 
with. She needed to work on her 
upper body strength so she has 
done stuff with that. 

Thus, more even or fair competition and 
a greater perceived emphasis on skill-
building were major positive factors that 
prompted participants and families to 

choose segregated over inclusive pro-
grams. 

Exclusive structure of segregated 
recreation programs. A subcategory that 
emerged from the data regarding program 
structure was the negative impact of the 
exclusiveness of segregated programs. 
Many participants stated that they did 
not like the fact that other members 
of their family or their friends without 
disabilities could not always participate 
with them. One participant spoke of 
being segregated from his friends without 
disabilities during the summer: 

With the summer camp being 
a five-day overnight camp, for 
my friends without disabilities, 
it was a camp where I was away 
from them a lot of times. It was 
multiple sessions throughout 
the summer and I was away from 
them. It would have been nice to 
bring them along. Also I think a 
more inclusive situation would 
open the eyes of a lot of people 
who may not have encountered 
other people with special needs 
and it would break down a lot of 
stigma and stereotypes.  

Similarly, another participant’s mother 
stated: 

Well, it couldn’t even be another 
person with a disability and 
another staff going together. 
Occasionally that worked, but 
it couldn’t be, say if one of Josh’s 
cousins was here visiting they 
couldn’t all go together. And it 
was kind of what I also felt about 
school activities, too. When you 
have a paid staff person by a 
person’s side, of a person that 
has a disability, they are almost 
like a gate keeper. They are 
limited on how Josh can interact 
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when there is that other person 
in between. 

Thus, though the structure of segre-
gated programs was beneficial in facilitat-
ing equitable or decreased competition 
levels and skill-building opportunities, 
the structure also limited social connect-
edness between people with disabilities 
and those without disabilities. 

Role of Supports
The second major category that 

emerged during the interviews was the 
role support persons played in influenc-
ing whether a person with a disability 
chose segregated or inclusive recreation 
programs. The type of recreation involve-
ment was often chosen by the support 
system of the person with a disability. The 
subcategories that emerged from the data 
were support networks that encouraged 
inclusion, support networks that encour-
aged segregated program participation, 
and the use of supports for inclusion. 

Support networks that encouraged 
inclusion. Participants who reported en-
gaging in inclusive recreation often had 
support networks, such as friends and 
family members, who encouraged this 
type of participation. One participant 
spoke of the importance of these supports 
and the ways they have helped him ski in 
an inclusive setting:

My neighbor, my girlfriend, a lot 
of people help me participate. A 
lot of neighbors have encour-
aged me to go. There is a tight 
knit group of people who I knew 
before I started skiing, and they 
all ski. A lot of times there will 
be 14-20 of us who will all go 
skiing… They have helped me 
a lot. A lot of times, especially 
when we go to another moun-
tain, when we go off site, to drag 
your mono-ski there, plus an 

outrigger, and a ski, or a ski and 
a spare, it gets to be harder than 
I can really manage practical-
ly… It is nice to have someone 
who can help you.

One mother who preferred her daughter 
to participate in inclusive recreation 
stated the following:

Typically, I avoided those kinds 
of [segregated] programs and 
put her in programs with typical 
kids and had her do the best she 
can. I want her to be pushed 
to do the best she can with 
other kids than have too many 
accommodations, till we see 
what she needs. 

Support networks that encouraged 
segregated program participation. An-
other subcategory or theme that emerged 
from the data was the role of supports 
in choosing segregated programming. 
When a person’s support network pro-
moted segregated program involvement, 
then that was the type of recreation he 
or she participated in most often. Many 
times segregated participation was cho-
sen because the support network thought 
this was the only real option for recre-
ation involvement. The parent of one par-
ticipant stated, “There are limited recre-
ation programs in our area, there are the 
Special Olympics and there is rehabilita-
tion center. So either he does those or he 
doesn’t do anything.”

One participant who frequently 
engaged in segregated programs was so 
familiar with the programs that, when 
asked about trying something new, she 
only spoke about trying something new 
in relation to segregated programming: 
“I probably would try [something new], 
because I am familiar with Special 
Olympics, if I wanted to get a new 
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program going I would see if they would 
start it. I would feel more comfortable.”

Another participant, who had only 
participated in segregated programs 
and whose major social supports were 
agency staff, spoke about why he had only 
participated in specialized programs: 
“I am not sure [why I participate in 
segregated programs)]. I am not sure on 
that… those are the only programs they 
tell about.”

Thus, perceptions of limited options, 
limited information, and familiarity were 
key reasons for involvement in segregated 
recreation programs.

Using supports for inclusion. While 
support networks themselves seemed to 
be an important influencer in whether a 
person engaged in segregated or inclusive 
recreation, some participants and 
their family members were successful 
at using supports, like agency staff, in 
helping them participate in inclusive 
programs. One mother spoke of their 
family’s success at involving their son in 
an inclusive program with some added 
support:

One of the things, just to 
understand, the thing with the 
Boy Scout camp and the other 
activities, we were quite often 
able to get a support staff person 
to help Josh be involved in these 
activities, really instead of going 
to a camp specifically for people 
with disabilities. We really tried 
to work it so that Josh did the 
physical stuff with the extra staff 
or support needed to make it 
successful. 

Another mother spoke about the 
importance of using staff in a way to 
foster inclusion: “Actually she does well in 
either place, in either setting [segregated 
or inclusive]. She gets along with pretty 

much everyone. The supports [aides] 
helped.”

In summary, the role of supports, 
whether the support network itself 
or the use of individualized supports 
in programming, influenced whether 
participants were involved in inclusive or 
segregated recreation programs, or both.

Importance of Social Relationships 
The third category that emerged 

during the interviews was the importance 
of social relationships in deciding 
whether to be involved in segregated or 
inclusive programs. The subcategories 
that emerged were social relationships 
as a motivator for participation in all 
types of recreation and the importance of 
learning social norms and expectations 
through inclusive participation. 

Social relationships as a motivator 
for participation. One of the main 
reasons participants enjoyed recreation 
programs, whether inclusive or seg-
regated, was the social aspect of the 
experience. One mother spoke about 
reasons she thought it was important for 
her son to participate in recreation: “The 
social is crucial. Just like you or I, you 
see people when they are in a recreation 
activity and you see him a whole week 
later and you see them another place and 
you have that common denominator.”

Another mother talked about her 
daughter’s interest in recreation from a 
social standpoint: 

I think it is good for her to have 
those programs so she isn’t 
sitting around the house. There 
is no one in the neighborhood 
for her to do those things with 
so without those activities 
she would be sitting around 
watching TV all the time. It is 
more social than sports I think. 
She is a social butterfly, she 
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knows everybody in the whole 
town. She really likes to get out 
and socialize with her friends. 

Another participant expressed the reason 
he participates in recreation, stating, “I 
like the people. I like socializing.”

Social norms and expectations. 
Social relationship development was a 
motivating reason for engagement in 
either segregated or inclusive recreation. 
However, a main theme that emerged 
from the data was that both participants 
and parents felt it was important to 
participate in inclusive recreation with 
people without disabilities to learn social 
norms and have high expectations for 
appropriate social behavior. One mother 
of a participant stated, 

Whether it is a good thing or 
bad thing I don’t know. One 
reason why he didn’t want to 
do it [inclusive program] any 
more, he had to do what the 
coach told him to do. He had to 
play outfield whether he wanted 
to or not, sometimes he would 
just sit out there, but he had to 
learn all of that. Get along well 
with the other kids, or at least 
try. You can’t just do everything 
you want to do, you have got 
to learn. With the (segregated 
program), there weren’t very 
many kids. It didn’t feel like he 
was really playing a game. It 
was so very relaxed, which was 
good in some ways, but I wanted 
him to have to follow the rules. 
I wanted him to be on a typical 
baseball team.

A father spoke about the pros and cons 
related to social norms and expectations 
in both segregated and inclusive settings: 

The nice thing about a 
specialized environment is that 
he is with his peers, but on the 
other hand that is a pro and 
a con. You can feel confident 
because other people have the 
same issues that he has, but 
when you are in those groups, 
if there is bad behavior, you 
learn bad behavior you model… 
We fought to have him in an 
inclusive program, because 
when he was in a classroom 
with individuals with disabilities 
when he was really young he 
was learning disabilities. He was 
seeing people have tantrums and 
he was learning to act like that 
because that is what he saw. And 
what we said is you’re disabling 
our child, because you’re putting 
him in an environment where 
he sees the worst and that is 
what he is going to gravitate to. 
You put him in an environment 
where he sees positive and that 
is what he is going to do. So we 
started out when he was really 
young and we said you are going 
to do what we do. You are going 
to go to the store, you are going 
to behave, you are going to eat 
at the restaurant and not throw 
a tantrum, you are going to do 
what all the other children do. 

One mother spoke about how important 
it was to her that coaches and other 
program facilitators expected the same 
things from her daughter as they did 
from children without disabilities: 

When she goes to programs, 
I don’t even tell, I don’t tell the 
instructor that she has special 
needs. I just enroll her in the 
dance class and hope they 
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expect from her the same things 
that they expect from other 
kids. I mean sometime they 
are going to figure out that she 
is not picking it up as quick 
as the other kids, but they are 
expecting the same thing from 
her as everyone else. I don’t ever 
ask them to treat her differently 
and in fact I don’t want them to, 
you know, lower their standards 
or something. I want them to 
hold her to the same standards 
and have her do the best she can. 

Whereas in a segregated program social 
expectations may vary, in an inclusive 
program people with disabilities were 
perceived as being held to the same social 
norms as participants without disabilities. 

Benefits to Participation in Both Types of 
Recreation

The final category that emerged dur-
ing the interviews was the benefits to 
involvement in recreation, whether seg-
regated or inclusive. Benefits that partici-
pants received from both specialized and 
inclusive recreation were related to physi-
cal activity and increased self-confidence. 
The idea of seeing people as people first 
was a benefit solely of inclusive recreation 
participation. 

Physical activity. One of the major 
themes that emerged was the importance 
of obtaining physical activity during 
recreation participation, whether seg-
regated or inclusive. One mother talked 
about a segregated program as the outlet 
for physical activity that the daughter 
enjoyed over other options for exercise:

 
I don’t even think it is par-
ticularly Special Olympics that 
we want her to do. We want 
her to get some exercise. That is 
the main family goal, you need 

to get some exercise. Special 
Olympics is an easier sell than 
walking the dog!

One participant stated how much he en-
joyed exercising as part of an inclusive 
program: “I play sports. I play tennis, bas-
ketball, and soccer. Basketball with drib-
bling. And the scooters, I forgot about the 
scooters. And then we take a walk all the 
way up. I love exercising.”

Increased self-confidence. In-
creased self-confidence was a major 
benefit reported by participants. Many 
participants reported increased self-con-
fidence particularly related to engage-
ment in segregated recreation programs. 
One participant discussed how his self-
confidence increased through participa-
tion in a specialized ski program: “The 
people were so great, when I started, the 
guides and instructors, they couldn’t be 
better. They would do anything for you 
and they would give you the positive im-
age you need to do it.”

Another participant spoke about 
benefits attained from participating in a 
segregated program, stating, “Yeah. Just 
feeling good about yourself. It helps your 
self-confidence.”

Seeing people as people first. A ma-
jor theme that emerged from the data re-
garding inclusive recreation participation 
was the benefit that people without dis-
abilities were seen as people first, and not 
as their disability. Involvement in inclu-
sive programs was seen as a way to pro-
mote understanding of people with dis-
abilities. One father discussed his feelings 
about what he liked about his son partici-
pating with people without disabilities:

Just like everybody else, our 
school district is big on sports, 
and almost all the kids are 
typically in one sport a year. To 
be on a sports team is part of 
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being the typical high school 
student. It has certainly helped in 
that regard. And it is important 
what people learn from him too, 
same as scouting. I think that it 
goes back to that people see Josh 
as another person. They see him 
as another skier. They see him 
as another athlete. They don’t 
think of him or define him by 
his disability. 

Another mom discussed her similar 
feelings about other children learning 
from her daughter: 

I think it’s great that they grow 
up learning and knowing that 
kids with disabilities are just 
kids. They are still kids, they 
are able to do things too. I was 
in the school a couple of weeks 
ago and I just happened to run 
into the gym teacher and he told 
me that Alyssa made a basket 
in class and all the kids jumped 
and screamed and clapped and 
cheered for Alyssa. It was pretty 
neat.

In summary, the benefits that partic-
ipants and families perceived to either in-
clusive or segregated recreation involve-
ment were increased self-confidence and 
physical activity level. However, a benefit 
exclusive to inclusive programs was the 
idea that people are defined by more 
than their disability and can teach others 
through their involvement in inclusive 
recreation.

Discussion

This study sought to explore the per-
ceptions of people with disabilities and 
their families about their choice of and 
engagement in inclusive or segregated 
recreation programs. A consistent idea 
related to participation in recreation 

throughout the research is freedom of 
choice (Bedini & Thomas, 2012; Kleiber, 
Walker, & Mannell, 2011; Schleien & 
Green, 1992). Several findings emerged 
from the data that shed light on how par-
ticipants and their families chose among 
options that include segregated and in-
clusive involvement. One of the major 
findings was that some people chose seg-
regated over inclusive recreation because 
of structural differences like competition 
levels and the skill-building focus of seg-
regated programs. This finding is consis-
tent with other research (Schleien et al., 
1997; Siperstein et al., 2006). Given that 
segregated programs may limit social in-
teraction with a broader range of peers 
than inclusive programs (Snow, 2013c), 
and given that one of the major motiva-
tors for recreation cited by participants 
is the social benefits, then it is important 
to question why the emphasis on skill-
building and fair competition levels can-
not be a stronger focus in inclusive recre-
ation programs. Providing higher quality 
inclusive recreation programming, which 
aims to build skills in an appropriate 
competitive or cooperative environment, 
would facilitate inclusion and benefit all 
participants (Anderson & Heyne, 2011; 
Devine & Lashua, 2002). 

A second major finding of this study 
was the identification of elements of seg-
regated recreation that participants and 
families did not like, including their ex-
clusive nature and the lack of available 
social norms. Participants wanted to 
recreate with family members and oth-
er friends who didn’t have a disability, 
which was not possible in all specialized 
programs. Family members valued inclu-
sive settings where more typical social 
behaviors were exhibited and could be 
emulated. 

A third major finding from this 
study is the benefits that participants and 
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families perceived were gained from rec-
reation. Benefits have been documented 
for inclusive recreation programs as well 
as segregated recreation programs. Par-
ticipants in this study identified benefits 
in both types of programs, but for differ-
ent reasons. Segregated programs offered 
different supports and accommodations 
in the areas of instruction and equip-
ment, but caused barriers to participating 
with friends and family. Inclusion offered 
opportunities for people with and with-
out disabilities to socialize and learn from 
each other, but some inclusive programs 
may not offer the extra supports or ac-
commodations that attract people to seg-
regated programs. These results showed 
that people valued program structures 
that help people with disabilities to build 
skills that may be useful in inclusive pro-
grams. However, inclusive recreation 
providers could more explicitly structure 
programs to focus less on competition 
and more on skill-building, while still 
providing the benefit of physical activ-
ity that participants identified as a major 
benefit to participation. 

Another reason participants valued 
segregated programs was to have a differ-
ent level of competition, whether it was 
more competitive or less competitive. 
There may always be a need for higher-
level competitive-based specialized recre-
ation programs, like competitive wheel-
chair sports, or the Paralympics. Even 
though these programs are specialized, 
there are ways to make them more inclu-
sive. For example, the Paralympics could 
be integrated more tightly into the regu-
lar Olympics Games. Although the actual 
activity may be segregated by varying 
ability levels, it could be more inclusive in 
its scheduling, implementation and dis-
tribution, and athletes would be regarded 
as equals.

People with disabilities also chose 
to participate in segregated recreation in 
order to obtain physical exercise and to 
increase their self-confidence. However, 
these same benefits could be gained from 
inclusive programs if the appropriate 
supports and accommodations are avail-
able for people with disabilities. Unfortu-
nately, according to recent research, par-
ticipants and their families continue to 
experience a lack of these basic services 
in many inclusive settings (Miller, Schlei-
en, & Lausier, 2009). 

A benefit of participating specifi-
cally in inclusive programs identified by 
participants in this study was having so-
cial expectations and the ability to learn 
social norms through recreation, as well 
as develop or maintain relationships. Par-
ticipants wanted to relate and interact 
with other people, both with and without 
disabilities. They did not like the exclu-
sive nature of some specialized programs, 
where their siblings or friends without 
disabilities could not join them in par-
ticipation. Also, inclusive programs were 
seen as providing more desirable social 
norms and expectations.  This finding 
is supported by social role valorization 
theory, which states that people with dis-
abilities want and need roles and relation-
ships that are valued by others (Heyne & 
Anderson, 2012).

A fourth major finding in this study 
was the significant role of supports in fa-
cilitating inclusion. In this study, partici-
pants often chose segregated recreation 
because it was what their support system 
encouraged. The same was true for par-
ticipation in inclusive recreation pro-
grams. The influence that support per-
sons have on participation is important 
for recreation providers to take note of, as 
education, marketing, and outreach can 
be extended to these key decision-makers 
for people with disabilities, including not 
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only family members and friends, but 
service agencies as well. Many disability 
or human service agencies (e.g., group 
homes) may not promote inclusive pro-
grams, or may not even be aware of the 
inclusive opportunities available. Recre-
ation providers must use an ecological 
perspective in their service provision, 
not only addressing the needs of people 
with disabilities, but their circle of sup-
port as well (Anderson & Heyne, 2012). 
They can market programs so agencies 
that serve people with disabilities are 
aware that all people are welcome in their 
programs. Recreation providers can also 
make it clear they will help make the nec-
essary accommodations so a person with 
a disability can participate in inclusive 
programming.

It is also important recreation pro-
viders that offer segregated recreation 
programs do not envision their programs 
as the only outlet for recreation participa-
tion, but view them as just one option in 
the continuum of recreation opportunity. 
Specialized recreation providers should 
encourage participants to try inclusive 
programs, and they should work with in-
clusive recreation programs to help par-
ticipants transition to the program where 
they can be most successful and satisfied 
in recreation. A partnership between 
providers of inclusive and segregated rec-
reation providers would strengthen the 
continuum of services for people of all 
abilities.

Last, a major finding in this study 
was that people with disabilities and their 
support networks favored inclusive recre-
ation because it provided opportunities 
for participants with and without dis-
abilities to interact, thus enabling partici-
pants without disabilities to see people as 
people first. Respondents perceived that 
attitudes were changed and acceptance 
built by having people with disabilities in 

the community, interacting and sharing 
experiences. Previous research supports 
this finding (Anderson et al., 1997; Be-
dini, 2000; Cook, 2012).

Limitations
The study examined a small pur-

poseful sample of information rich cases. 
Though the use of information rich cases 
limits the generalizability of the findings 
of the study, it does provide rich descrip-
tions of leisure experience from which 
we can learn. Another limitation regard-
ing the ability to generalize the findings 
from this study was that almost the entire 
sample came from one geographical area. 
Another limitation is that participants in 
the study may not have been able to fully 
understand or report insights about their 
feelings regarding recreation participa-
tion. Having parents or other members of 
the person’s circle of support participate 
in the interview helped to control some-
what for this limitation. However, their 
presence may also have affected how the 
participants answered the questions and 
the importance they placed on different 
points. 

Conclusions and Implications

The purpose of this study was to 
explore the perceptions of people with 
disabilities and their families in relation 
to choosing segregated or inclusive rec-
reation involvement. This study resulted 
in findings which could help recreation 
professionals better provide inclusive ser-
vices. Recreation providers must ensure 
that they are marketing programs in a 
way that families and agencies that serve 
people with disabilities are aware that all 
people are welcome in their programs. 
Recreation providers should also clearly 
communicate the supports and accom-
modations available for a person with a 
disability to engage in programs and ser-
vices. 
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The results of this study show that 
participants with disabilities and their 
families value segregated program struc-
tures that help people with disabilities 
build skills. Inclusive recreation provid-
ers can work to structure programs that 
focus less on competition and more on 
skill-building, while still providing op-
portunities for physical activity that par-
ticipants identified as a benefit to partici-
pation. 

If the study were to be replicated in 
the future, it may be useful to focus more 
narrowly on a specific disability or age 
range as different results may be related 
to these variables. As well, a larger sample 
would provide greater clarity on not only 
perceptions about segregated and inclu-
sive services, but also a deeper under-
standing of how people with disabilities 
and their families make the choices they 
do. 

In summary, the results of this study 
help to highlight the important role of 
support systems in helping choose rec-
reation, whether inclusive or segregat-
ed/specialized. One of the fundamen-

tal principles that guides the inclusion 
movement is that of choice (Anderson & 
Kress, 2003; Dattilo, 2002) and providing 
a range of program structures helps to 
put that principle into practice. However, 
given that participants in this study did 
not choose segregated programs based 
on disability, but on program structure, 
recreation professionals in inclusive pro-
grams are challenged to provide the range 
of choices in the most natural settings 
possible, with the supports and accom-
modations needed.  People with disabili-
ties and their families make choices about 
recreation not only based on preference 
but on other variables about program 
structure as well. Choices could be broad-
ened through best practices in inclusion 
related to structure, supports and accom-
modations, but also on marketing and 
outreach. Snow (2013b) stated, “You’d 
love vanilla ice cream if that was the only 
flavor you thought existed. But when you 
learned there were 31 more flavors, you 
might choose something other than va-
nilla!” (p. 1).
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