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Over the past 25 years, information and communication technology 
(ICT) has transformed the world in which we live. The sheer speed and 
ease of transmission of information has altered how we communicate 
and interact, both online and offline. We are privy today to an astonishing 
range of new cultural spaces involving social activism, electronic blogs, 
social networking, and opportunities to gain knowledge of diverse 
leisure opportunities. 

These technological changes reflect an increased “mediatization,” 
whereby everyday practices and social relations are shaped by mediating 
technologies and media organizations. This process affects almost all 
areas of social and cultural life, including work, family, leisure, politics, 
health, learning, and culture (Hebblethwaite, 2017). ICTs, therefore, 
have implications for therapeutic recreation (TR) professionals, 
educators, students, and researchers. Krotz (2009) argues, for example, 
that mediatization is a key meta-process that shapes modernity, along 
with individualization, commercialization, and globalization.

Despite the digital turn in our leisure lives, and in contrast to the 
benefits associated with gaming for persons with disabilities (see 
Delamere 2011; Finke, Hickerson & McLaughlin, 2015), video games 
have regularly been vilified for contributing to the “obesity epidemic” 
in North America, with opponents often advocating for more time 

Therapeutic Recreation Journal   VOL. LII, NO. 1  •  pp. IX–XIII  •  2018 
https://doi.org/10.18666/TRJ-2018-V52-I1-8867

Introduction to the Special Issue, Part I

Shannon Hebblethwaite is an associate professor in the Department of Applied Human 
Sciences at Concordia University.

Please send correspondence to shannon.hebblethwaite@concordia.ca

ix



outdoors engaging in physical activity. But by ignoring the potential 
for digital media to enhance social participation for marginalized 
communities such as persons with disabilities, we risk missing important 
opportunities to use technology in purposeful and meaningful ways to 
enhance physical, cognitive, social, emotional, and spiritual well-being.

To date, however, explorations of technologies for persons with 
disabilities have focused primarily on assistive or adaptive technologies 
(e.g., home sensors for persons with dementia, blood sugar testers, 
CCTV for individuals with hearing impairments). To be clear, this 
is certainly an important avenue of research and practice related to 
therapeutic recreation (TR). Yet it tends to emphasize physical and 
cognitive adaptations while failing to attend to the social inclusion of 
these marginalized communities. Digital leisure, when used with skill 
and purpose, can facilitate a variety of benefits. Children with autism can 
develop meaningful relationships, fine motor skills, and critical thinking 
abilities by playing video games (Finke et al., 2015). Digital games have 
contributed to the cohesion and persistence of community (Taylor, 
2006). More specifically, Delamere (2011) found that participation in 
Second Life enhanced social capital for individuals with disabilities 
and allowed them to leave behind the stigmatized components of their 
identity. Grandmothers report enhanced relationship closeness with 
their grandchildren when they can engage together on a day-to-day 
basis using videochat (e.g., Skype) and/or social media (e.g., Facebook) 
(Ivan & Hebblethwaite, 2016).

Important here is that our engagement with digital media is not a 
passive process. Rather, it is transformational in that it shapes society 
and culture. It is implicated in how we develop our identities and make 
sense of our lives, thereby influencing the relationship that individuals, 
families, and communities have with their environment and with one 
another. 

The proliferation of digital technologies and the evolution of assistive 
technologies, virtual spaces, and new forms of leisure engagement raise 
key questions about the changing nature of therapeutic recreation and 
social justice. These varied technologies have the potential to benefit 
marginalized individuals and communities, but they may also be 
challenging and problematic. For example, the growth of the so-called 
“Information Society” is undermined by the fact that the benefits of 
digital media do not flow evenly within countries or across the world. 
Unequal access to technologies result in digital exclusion (Cammaerts, 
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Van Audenjove, Nulens, & Pauwals 2003). Ricci (2000) indicates that 
several groups within Western society are most vulnerable to this digital 
exclusion, including low-income communities, individuals with little 
formal education, individuals who are un- or under-employed, foreign 
or diasporic communities, women, and older adults.

Yet, we must be cautious about focusing simply on access. When we 
emphasize the provision of hardware and software, we pay insufficient 
attention to the human and social systems that must also change for 
technology to make a difference (Warschauer, 2004). For example, a 
complex array of factors must be taken into account if meaningful access 
to new technologies is to be provided, including: physical, digital and 
social resources and relationships; content and language; literacy and 
education, community and institutional structures (Warshauer, 2004). 
Similarly, Colombo and colleagues propose that the “process of digital 
inclusion should aim to promote the ‘good use’ (conscious, careful, 
thoughtful, moderate, unperturbing, relational contexts) of ICTs and 
not simply the diffusion of computers, tablets, and smartphones” (p. 54) 
to address deficits based on physical or cognitive abilities.

The Therapeutic Recreation Journal has, therefore, taken up the 
challenge and presents this special issue, along with the subsequent 
issue (2nd quarter of this year) dedicated to exploring the complexities 
of TR in a digital world. Each paper addresses “digital” in a different 
way, using different methodologies and exploring potentials for diverse 
TR interventions. The first paper, by Rebecca Genoe, Cory Kulczycki, 
Hannah Marston, Shannon Freeman, Charles Musselwhite, and Haley 
Rutherford explores the experience of e-leisure for older adults in 
Canada and the U.K. They highlight the complex relationship that older 
people have with technology, identifying beneficial ways of engaging 
in new leisure opportunities while also examining challenges related to 
confidence, privacy and security, as well as the dreaded software updates.

The second paper by Colleen Reid and Maya Alonso approaches TR 
through a social justice lens and explores digital technology as a research 
methodology. Using Photovoice and digital cameras, the authors 
engaged in community-based participatory research to collaborate with 
TR practitioners and persons with mental health issues living in the 
community. As co-researchers, the individuals with mental health issues 
took photographs in order to facilitate the writing of narratives about their 
experience of community inclusion. The findings reflect experiences of 
stigma, exclusion, financial and food insecurity that could benefit from 
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being addressed using a social justice approach to mental health, rather than 
through an individual, problem-based behavioural paradigm. 

The third paper by Iryna Sharaievska and Brooke Burk draws our attention 
to an often overlooked group: families of children with developmental 
disabilities. They call attention to the possibilities that online support 
groups provide for mothers as they progress through the stages of their 
child’s disability. Their qualitative research is able to uncover the diversity 
of experiences that these mothers had with digital media, uncovering 
important informational needs that were effectively and efficiently met 
online. These online experiences, however, needed to be supplemented with 
offline groups to develop deeper, more meaningful connections with other 
parents, thereby enhancing their leisure lifestyles.

Collectively, the papers in this special issue highlight both opportunities 
and challenges experienced by marginalized groups when they engage 
with digital media. Each takes an in-depth look at the complexities of the 
lived experiences with emerging digital technologies. It is my hope that this 
dialogue will encourage TR professionals, students, and researchers alike 
to think critically about the prospect of engaging with digital technologies 
in more purposive and meaningful ways. Technology alone will not solve 
our problems. But if we work to better understand the needs and abilities 
of these marginalized communities, we can more effectively engage with 
digital media in a conscious, careful, and relational way.
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