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Abstract

Therapeutic recreation is an emerging profession in Aus-
tralia. The terminology used in Australia has more com-
monly been diversional therapy. However, therapeutic 
recreation and diversional therapy are now being used in 
differing contexts, with therapeutic recreation evolving 
from diversional therapy. This article overviews briefly 
the history of therapeutic recreation, clientele and set-
tings, professional associations, higher education, and 
future challenges.
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Therapeutic Recreation in Australia
Therapeutic recreation is an emerging profession in Australia. The terminology 

used in Australia has more commonly been diversional therapy. However, therapeutic 
recreation and diversional therapy are now being used in differing contexts, with thera-
peutic recreation evolving from diversional therapy. Diversional therapy uses leisure 
and recreation programs to challenge, support and enhance the psychological, spiri-
tual, emotional and physical wellbeing of individuals (Diversional Recreation Therapy 
Association [DRTA], 2017). In comparison, therapeutic recreation aligns more with 
the northern hemisphere definition and utilizes recreation and other tools through an 
outcome-oriented process with assessment, planning, implementation and evaluation 
at its core to remediate or rehabilitate in order to improve functioning and indepen-
dence. Therapeutic recreation is based on the idea that it is not a service that should 
target everyone with a disability or illness (Stumbo, Martin, & Ogborne, 2004). 

Historical Development
To understand therapeutic recreation within an Australia context, it is important 

to explore the origins of diversional therapy.  Recreation therapy in Australia can be 
traced to the First World War, where nursing staff assisted injured and returned ser-
vicemen with their recovery and rehabilitation utilizing recreation (Cribb, 1994). After 
the Second World War, Leilia Bloore trained students in handicrafts as a diversional 
therapy activity, through her work with the Australian Red Cross (Butler, 2000). In 
the 1960s, with the growing aged care industry and the need to provide quality of life 
care to nursing home residents, a three-month pilot program to introduce diversional 
therapy activities was launched and extended due to the proven value in assisting to 
provide quality of life to participants (Diversional Therapy Association of Australia 
[DTAA], 2003). The Australian Red Cross is known to have offered training courses 
in basic crafts for health care staff to meet a continued gap for service provision until 
1976. Courses were modified from their original offerings to accommodate the ac-
ceptance of a broader requirement than just handicrafts and the need for higher skills 
to adapt services to meet client needs (DTAA, 2003). Therapeutic recreation became a 
formally recognized course of study in the late 1970s (Pegg & Darcy, 2007). The official 
name of the undergraduate course was changed in 2000 from diversional therapy to 
therapeutic recreation acknowledging the change in the sector.

Professional Association
In 1976, the Diversional Therapy Association was officially established, with a 

name change in March 2017 to Diversional, Recreation Therapy Association (DRTA) 
to acknowledge and include professionals identifying as diversional therapists and rec-
reation therapists (DRTA, 2017). There is limited information available as to what oth-
er changes have occurred within the association to accommodate the difference in pro-
fessions, with the website detailing information on the diversional therapy profession 
only. Currently there is no specific therapeutic recreation organization in Australia, 
with some professionals choosing to align with the American Therapeutic Recreation 
Association.  The discussion between diversional therapy and therapeutic recreation 
has continued to be an ongoing issue ranging from the requirements of professional 
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roles to the need for a professional association (Fullagar & Darcy, 2004; Pegg & Darcy, 
2007; Stumbo, Martin, & Ogborne, 2004).

Therapeutic Recreation and Higher Education
Therapeutic recreation has previously been taught at many higher education in-

stitutions across Australia, including the University of Sydney, Griffith University, 
Western Sydney University, and Charles Sturt University (Pegg & Darcy, 2007). The 
first diversional therapy university course was taught in Sydney in 1985 (Stumbo, Mar-
tin, & Ogborne, 2004). Currently Western Sydney University is the only university in 
Australia to offer an undergraduate degree majoring in therapeutic recreation. West-
ern Sydney University is currently aligning its degree program to meet international 
credentialing criteria to ensure students meet the certification requirements with the 
National Council for Therapeutic Recreation Certification (NCTRC).

Therapeutic Recreation Practices
The DRTA website states diversional therapists exist within disability services, 

aged care facilities, youth work, local councils, respite centers, outdoor recreation and 
camps, mental health, hospital-based, holiday programmes, and health promotion and 
correctional centres (DRTA, 2019). Diversional therapy and therapeutic recreation pro-
fessionals work across community, government, and private facilities within Australia 
with various clients where outcome-focused support is required. Participants include 
those experiencing mental illness, physical disability, aging, and incarceration.  There 
is a variety of job titles used within Australia across the various settings. Titles range 
from recreation therapist, diversional therapist and leisure therapist to activity-related 
positions such as activity and lifestyle officer. Most commonly, recreation therapist and 
leisure therapist are titles that require the completion of a three-year undergraduate 
degree. The title of diversional therapist usually requires a three-year undergraduate 
degree in some settings, with activity related roles requiring the completion of a voca-
tional qualification that ranges from six months to two years to complete. 

The DRTA currently supports two levels of membership within its association: 
Level 1 and Level 2. Level 2 requires a vocational qualification such as certificate IV 
or diploma and Level 1 requires the completion of an associate’s or bachelor’s degree 
(DRTA, 2019). With an expanding aged care industry, there has been an increase in 
lifestyle activities presented in residential facilities creating a demand for more recre-
ational activities (Deloitte, 2016); however, these roles appear to be taken by activity-
based positions and not degree trained therapists.

Future Directions
There is still a need for therapeutic recreation professionals to include research 

and outcome-based evidence to survive as health care professionals (Absalom, 2016). 
Two areas where therapeutic recreation practitioners work in Australia are under re-
view: the aged care and disability sector. These reviews hopefully bring challenges and 
changes that the profession will need to address if the profession is to exist in the future. 
While diversional therapy and therapeutic recreation are closely aligned and continue 
to evolve in Australia, it is important for the distinction between diversional therapy, 
therapeutic recreation, and activity-related roles to be more clearly articulated.  Stum-
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bo, Martin, and Ogborne (2004) suggest that a change of title from diversional therapy 
to therapeutic recreation to include all roles that align with the standards of practice 
of therapeutic recreation. This will allow for the utilisation of resources and support 
from international therapeutic recreation professional organizations. This evolution is 
already underway with Western Sydney University and the DRTA implementing steps 
to ensure NCTRC requirements are recognized. 
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