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Chapter 1

Ethical Assumptions 
for Inclusive Leisure
with Francisco Javier Lopez Frias

Rebekah Taussig, author of Sitting Pretty: The View from My Ordinary Resilient Disabled 
Body (2020a), shared her ideas about a challenge experienced by people with disabilities:

Well, here’s the problem: we have ignored the perspectives, stories, and voices of dis-
abled people for so long that their actual needs, feelings, and experiences are hardly 
acknowledged. We look through the eyes of nondisabled people so regularly that we 
forget to ask. (Taussig, 2020b, p. 71)

When teaching about how we might work to promote inclusive leisure experiences and 
promote equity, it is valuable if we remain true to desires and wishes of  people for whom we 
attempt to be allies. One action that helps us to focus on their thoughts and lives is to read and 
listen to their stories. Therefore, each chapter of this book begins with a profile of a person 
so we might collectively consider the individual humanity associated with particular issues. 
People have many intersecting characteristics that come together to uniquely identify them. 
The complex individuals profiled in this book are introduced by experiences they consider 
their leisure. Since some of the chapters address various groupings of people, those chapters 
contain multiple profiles. Sharing their stories, thoughts, struggles, and triumphs is one way 
to keep their voices strong and help us enhance our ability to provide inclusive leisure ser-
vices. Therefore, this book and this chapter begins with Helen.
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Helen relished experiencing the water.

Helen Keller savored many recreation activities associated with water. 
She enjoyed swimming, rowing, canoeing, and, especially, sailing. She also 
liked being with animals and her pets, primarily dogs. When time permitted, 
she was fond of tending to her garden. Helen was the first person who was 
both deaf and blind to earn a bachelor of arts degree. Her education from 
Radcliffe and other schools as well as her varied experiences provided her 
with the background to be an accomplished author, activist, and lecturer. 
Most people know Helen Keller for her accomplishments and wonderful de-
meanor. Herrmann (1998, p. xiii) stated, “Through her unquenchable zest for 
life and learning—and her strength and courage—she was able to transcend 
her severe disabilities. In a society fearful of limitation and mortality, she is an 
enduring icon, a woman who, by her inspiring example, made disability seem 
less threatening.” In addition, Helen Keller was a diligent ally to many people 
experiencing marginalization, especially women, people experiencing pov-
erty, and those with disabilities, and was co-founder of the American Civil 
Liberties Union (ACLU). She imagined and worked to make the world a bet-
ter place for all people, especially those encountering discrimination. In her 
words, “The highest result of education is tolerance . . . when indeed shall we 
learn that we are all related to the other, that we are all members of the same 
body? Until the spirit of love for our fellow men, regardless of race, color, or 
creed, shall fill the world . . . social justice can never be attained” (Herrmann, 
1998, p. 343-344). The actions of Helen Keller continue to inspire and have 
established a precedent for many to use their life as a positive force in soci-
ety. For example, Haben Grima penned her memoir, Haben: The Deafblind 
Woman Who Conquered Harvard Law (2019), tracing her parents’ significant 
challenges as refugees, her success as a Harvard Law School graduate, and 
her career as an advocate for the rights of people with disabilities, as she 
inspires others to be advocates and allies regardless of their circumstances.

Introduction
Ethics involve rules of behavior or conduct based on ideas of what is morally right or 

wrong; they have us consider implications of our behaviors beyond ourselves and choose 
actions that best realize such ideas. There is value in discussing underlying ethical assump-
tions associated with inclusive leisure services for people with disabilities. Various conditions 
influence how identification of these ethical assumptions occurs. The book, Inclusive Leisure 
Services (Dattilo, 2017) presented the original assumptions, which continue to evolve. Over 
the past several years, I have worked with my colleague, Dr. Javier Lopez Frias, to explore 
ethical assumptions associated with inclusion, social justice, leisure, and power. Our experi-
ences and reflections as people within our society, human service providers, researchers, and 
educators contribute to these assumptions. Reading and reflecting on relevant literature and 
other informative media shaped these beliefs. Observations of what seem to be operative as-
sumptions of professions associated with topics in this book encourage development of these 
ethical assumptions. 

German philosopher Karl-Otto Appel (2001) and others suggest we ground our discus-
sion of ethical assumptions on universal and specific ethical principles. Universal ethical 
principles apply to all humans and contexts, such as everyone has the right to self-determina-
tion. Specific ethical principles are particular or contextual resulting from our functioning 
within certain communities, ranging from a community as big as modern society to associa-
tions as small as the family. Further suggestions include considering application of ethical 
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principles involving ways in which ethics occur within our society. In this chapter about 
inclusive leisure, some ethical principles relate directly to service providers, such as responsi-
bility connected to our social role.

This chapter contains five assumptions associated with universal grounding of ethics. 
One assumption includes leisure is a primary good. Related to this assumption, a second one 
is we should respect people’s dignity by acknowledging and facilitating each person’s freedom 
to pursue their view of the good life. Another is social justice requires individuals to have 
access to basic goods and services so we realize the kind of lives we value. Everyone has the 
right to self-determination is the fourth universal assumption. The fifth universal assumption 
includes the notion that power is pervasive. Next, four assumptions are associated with ethi-
cal principles specific to inclusive leisure functioning within modern society. These ethical 
assumptions include everyone has intersecting identities, we should consider continuums, 
inclusion is good, and diversity enriches our world. Finally, three assumptions related to ethi-
cal application for leisure service providers are with authority comes responsibility, we should 
base inclusive leisure services on social justice, and we should consider perspectives different 
from our own. Inclusive Leisure Services (2021) also includes a version of the revised list of 
assumptions. This chapter attempts to answer the following three central questions and ad-
dresses the following 12 assumptions:

• What are universal ethical assumptions for all humans?
o Assumption #1: Leisure is a primary good.
o Assumption #2: We should respect each person’s notion of the good life.
o Assumption #3: Social justice requires individuals have access to basic goods 

and services.  
o Assumption #4: Everyone has the right to self-determination.
o Assumption #5: Power is pervasive.

• What are specific ethical assumptions for modern society?
o Assumption #6: Everyone has different and intersecting identities.
o Assumption #7: We should consider continuums.
o Assumption #8: Inclusion is good.
o Assumption #9: Diversity enriches our world.

• What are ethical assumptions for leisure service providers?
o Assumption #10: With authority comes responsibility.
o Assumption #11: We should base inclusive leisure services on social justice.
o Assumption #12: We should consider perspectives different from our own.

What Are Universal Ethical Assumptions for All Humans?
Universalism as it applies to ethics implies that some ethical assumptions or principles 

pertain to all humans regardless of characteristics such as ability, age, nationality, race, and 
socioeconomic status. A universalist framework helps communicate the importance of ad-
dressing people’s collective ethical responsibilities as we seek to apply the same standards 
to everyone. Human rights are typically universalistic, such as the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (United Nations, 1948). In this and other human rights documents:
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Human beings are described as members of the human family, all of whom have 
inherent dignity, equal and in alienable rights, and shared aspirations as a common 
people for “freedom of speech and belief and freedom from fear and want.” (Langlois, 
2009, p. 201)

Assumption #1 (Humans): Leisure is a Primary Good
Leisure moves us beyond simply having free time or participating in a recreation activ-

ity; it is an experience, a process, and a subjective state of being that connects to our realiza-
tion as human beings and pursuit of our notions of the good life. Therefore, leisure describes 
an intrinsically valuable experience, a subjective state of being, connected to happiness and 
flourishing. Happiness is critical in living a healthy life of contentment, an emotional or psy-
chological state contributing to our overall sense of well-being, and involves positive feelings 
resulting in satisfaction with life. To flourish, we engage in virtuous behaviors that move us 
past self-interest to embodying and celebrating human traits that are good in themselves. 
For instance, by engaging in leisure, we express talents, demonstrate capabilities, achieve our 
potential, and experience numerous positive emotions that allow us to create a sense of au-
thenticity. Authenticity involves having an active role in shaping our values, beliefs, thoughts, 
and desires and acting in accordance with them, in spite of whatever external pressures we en-
counter. Being authentic is not just a matter of pursuing goals and adhering to values; rather, 
it requires trying to reflect critically on our lives to discover who we are and to be genuine. 

Engaging in leisure contributes to these valuable experiences. Such engagement is person-
ally relevant and occurs without external pressure, which allows us to develop capacities con-
nected to self-determination, such as autonomous choice and competence. Moreover, people 
with disabilities often express the sentiment of wanting to cooperate with others, developing 
social powers such as relatedness. Happiness often results from experiences connected to de-
veloping and exercising such powers.  Flourishing requires developing and exercising powers 
uniquely human for living well. Leisure is a primary good allowing us to develop such powers. 
Primary goods include experiences, opportunities, or rights desirable and useful for every-
one and to receive a primary good is to achieve justice. A fair society is a cooperative, well-
functioning enterprise in which each of us has access to primary goods needed to pursue and 
realize our conception of the good. Thus, leisure is fundamental to both pursuit of good lives 
and the good functioning of society. Consequently, we base this view of leisure on an ethical 
orientation and consider leisure to be a primary good. 

Assumption #2 (Humans): We Should Respect Each Person’s Notion of the Good Life
A thread that connects many individuals and groups, including people with disabilities, is 

that each person has and/or does experience oppression in some manner. Oppression occurs 
when people exert authority in an excessive and unjust manner, with recipients encountering 
this injustice repeatedly. Oppression of any group deteriorates a society. Although initially, 
oppressors may appear to benefit by dominating another group or other individuals, such 
as those with disabilities, the actions are not justified when considering the humanity of the 
oppressed. Oppression forces some people down to a lower position economically, politically, 
and culturally by others often experiencing privilege. Melissa Marshal (2002) summarizes the 
oppression of people with disabilities,

Unnecessary institutionalization, isolation from the political process, denial of equal 
opportunity in education, employment, housing, transportation and exclusion from 
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places that people go ranging from the grocery store to the art museum; it is an indis-
putable fact that people with disabilities are oppressed. (p. 12)

Marginalization implies that certain people or groups are insignificant and, therefore, 
people use their authority to push them out to the fringes of society. At the fringes, people are 
away from the mainstream and far from associated economic, political, and cultural resourc-
es. When people with disabilities encounter marginalization, other people often view them as 
being disposable, an unnecessary aspect of a society. When oppression and marginalization 
occur, there is a violation of values or rights of a person or group. 

An important antidote to oppression is to respect each person’s notion of the good life. 
Respect involves regarding someone with appreciation as we demonstrate an awareness, ap-
preciation, and consideration of the person’s rights, values, desires, and interests. Within the 
context of this book and based on writings of scholars such as Aristotle, living well is asso-
ciated with experiences derived from the exercise of unique human abilities and traits that 
contribute to our capacity to flourish and connect to opportunities for leisure. We create op-
portunities for people to better their lives as we consider our common humanity and demon-
strate respect for each individual. When we regret what we say or do, or how we speak or act 
toward another person, our behaviors often stem from a lack of respect for another human 
being. Conversely, when our actions reflect respect for people, we are likely to feel good about 
our interactions, engage in positive interactions, and instill within the people we encounter a 
sense of dignity. As we experience dignity, we feel others respect our inherent value as a hu-
man; as a result, we develop a sense of humble pride and believe we have worth. In discussing 
dignity, Donna Hicks (2011) states:

We must treat others as if they matter, as if they are worthy of care and attention…
recognizing the dignity of all human beings means that it is unethical to exploit peo-
ple or treat them merely as instruments to further one’s own personal goals and in-
terests. (pp. 4–5)

How do we know how to demonstrate respect and promote a sense of dignity to those we 
encounter? We take our lead from the people we serve and allow them to teach us how to treat 
them with dignity and respect. As a result, the oppressed become teachers of the oppressor. 

Assumption #3 (Humans): Social Justice Requires Individuals Have Access to Basic 
Goods and Services  

Justice  is the ongoing daily occurrence of collective actions concerning distribution of 
goods and opportunities that allow people to realize their conception of the good. Social 
justice influences multiple social levels, including family, neighborhood, city, and state, with 
enjoyment of goods and opportunities varying depending on the social group in which one 
belongs. Such levels include access to basic economic, political, health, education, cultural 
and leisure goods and services. When we are concerned with social justice, we consider what 
is just for the individual and for the social whole by working to understand interactions be-
tween humans. We base social justice on the premise that each of us has similarities and we 
each vary according to the resources we need to function in daily life. We must develop social 
systems that provide individuals with resources and opportunities they need to lead a good 
life, including the sense of belonging to a community. Social justice requires us to facilitate eq-
uitable access and distribution of resources in a context in which people feel safe and secure. 
Equity is concerned with fairness, impartiality, and justice with the manner in which people 
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are treated. Social justice identifies the value in considering people’s needs and circumstances. 
Once these considerations occur, then a sense of fairness must influence equitable access and 
distribution of goods and services. In this way, people within a community or society achieve 
a common good, namely developing cooperative, well-functioning enterprises in which peo-
ple have what they need to lead good lives and work to identify who is obliged to provide such 
means.

Assumption #4 (Humans): Everyone Has the Right to Self-Determination
Self-determination results in us having control over our lives in areas we value, making 

decisions without interference from others, and having freedom to live as we choose. Leisure, 
with its strong connection to perceiving a sense of freedom for personal expression, is an ideal 
context for meeting self-determination needs. As we experience self-determination, we exert 
control over what happens to us, when and where it occurs, and with whom it takes place. 
Our sense of self-determination intertwines with our leisure. To avoid being paternalistic, 
which results in neglecting individual choice and personal responsibility, we consider every-
one has the right to self-determination. Paternalism involves an approach to relationships in 
which the desire to help, advise, and even protect may result in neglecting individual choice 
and personal responsibility. Although the intention to care for others often occurs because 
of trying to be responsible, disregarding people’s ability to take control of their lives is often 
disrespectful. Over decades of research, Edward Deci, Richard Ryan, and colleagues identify 
three fundamental human needs that are the basis for motivation and characterize self-deter-
mination. The needs include autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 

Autonomy involves a sense of freedom to make a choice rather than feeling controlled or 
compelled to perform an action. When we feel autonomous, we are likely to initiate actions, 
express ourselves, and perceive we are in control of the situation, all of which are valuable for 
leisure engagement. Competence is the ability to perform an action successfully in an effi-
cient and effective manner. When we feel competent, we experience confidence in our capac-
ity to influence outcomes associated with our lives. A sense of competence provides us with 
the ability to participate in leisure pursuits successfully. Relatedness is associated with feeling 
connected to other people. When we experience relatedness, we develop a sense of belonging; 
we care about others and feel others care about us. Relatedness is an important need to fulfill 
concerning leisure expression; much of leisure is social.

Assumption #5 (Humans): Power is Pervasive 
Power involves actions occurring in situations in which we can choose as we engage in 

social relationships. Some power relations result in people experiencing choices contributing 
to their well-being as other people’s choices influencing their well-being become constrained. 
Because power can be subtle, we might not perceive power relations occurring in specific 
contexts; often the way many of us are socialized results in us being unaware of our advan-
tages. Since power exists all around us, it infuses with other possible barriers creating a major 
obstacle for people to experience leisure; power is pervasive. Something is pervasive if it 
spreads extensively throughout people or contexts; power infuses with other possible barriers, 
creating major obstacles for people to experience leisure. 

When power relationships result in some people’s leisure being restricted, Amy Allen 
(1998) identifies this occurrence as power-over. Unfortunately, leisure contexts create situa-
tions in which people execute power-over other individuals resulting in social control. Leisure 
connects to demonstrating social class, race, ability, sexual orientation, gender, and many 
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other characteristics that create human hierarchies reflecting power differences. The framing 
of leisure by dominant groups and their creation of practices and institutions around leisure 
help perpetuate their dominance. Leisure can be a context to resist power individually and 
collectively when it creates opportunities for those experiencing oppression to express them-
selves meaningfully. When experiencing leisure, we perceive we have freedom and, as a result, 
we can resist domination. As we resist power forces designed to push us down or toward 
the margins, possibilities for leisure increase and we move closer to achieving our potential. 
Figure 1.1 provides a summary of the universal grounding of four ethical principles applied 
to humans.

Figure 1.1 
Universal Grounding of Ethical Assumptions Associated with Humans

Humans:
• Leisure is Good

• Respect Each Person

• Social Justice Requires 
Access to Basics

• Self-Determination

• Power is Pervasive

What are Specific Ethical Assumptions for Modern Society?
Pluralism and globalization are two primary characteristics of modern society in addition 

to many other aspects such as prioritizing individualism, freedom, and equity as well as in-
dustrialization, democracy, and technology. A pluralistic society is a diverse public compris-
ing groups of different ethnic, religious, political, or other dissimilar backgrounds. Pluralism 
is a condition of society in which such different groups coexist and cooperate. It assumes 
that gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, class, disability, and other such variables shape our 
experiences in relation to how we think about ourselves, how we view others, and how others 
view us. Pluralism is the result of modern societies that protect and promote people’s right 
to self-realization. As leisure service providers functioning within a pluralistic society, we 
work to create conditions that allow diverse individuals to come together to find meaning and 
enjoyment as we collectively experience leisure and develop connections while maintaining 
valued identities and a sense of uniqueness. Although examples in this book are associated 
with research, legislation, and service delivery based on situations primarily within the U.S., 
the intention, when possible, is to try to communicate perspectives and principles that are 
more global. One aspect of globalization involves recognizing our interdependence and con-
nections with other people, communities, and societies throughout the world as we consider 
perspectives that may be different from those found within our culture.
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Assumption #6 (Modern Society): Everyone Has Different and Intersecting Identities
Our identity occurs through intersection of many characteristics, including our abilities, 

age, gender, race, ethnicity, class, religion, and sexual orientation, to create the authentic being 
we want to be and ways others perceive us. Our values and ethical beliefs strongly influence 
creation of our identity and associated actions. An authentic combination of characteristics 
gives each of us individuality that distinguishes us from all other people. Some of us mistak-
enly think that a particular characteristic such as being short of stature, having a phobia, or 
experiencing a stroke, becomes the defining feature of the individual, and this person focuses 
on that characteristic continuously. Thinking about others based on a single identity is a sub-
stantial global problem. Novelist Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2013) warns us of the danger 
of hearing a single story about someone and then making assumptions about that person and 
groups of people we connect to that person. Humans are complex, and our sense of identity 
comes from numerous combinations of characteristics, including our leisure interests and 
patterns. When attempting to interact with others, we consider that individual characteristics 
such as being blind, Hispanic, Mormon, female, or impoverished are important and relevant 
in many situations that we should not ignore. However, such characteristics are only one part 
of the complex individuals we encounter. 

Intersections of multiple identities and associated oppressions have led to many social 
movements and organizations often culminating in legislation enacted across the globe, such 
as the 2019 Accessible Canada Act, India’s 2016 Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, the 
1995 Disability Discrimination Act for the United Kingdom, and the 1990 Americans with 
Disabilities Act. The notion of intersectionality identifies that oppression related to our vari-
ous characteristics including, but not limited to, ability, social class, religion, ethnicity, sexual 
orientation, sex, and age work together with the combination differentially influencing a per-
ception of power. Such an intersection results in promotion of powerlessness and social in-
equality. Although Lennard Davis remarked, people with disabilities are “among the poorest, 
least employed, and least educated of all minorities,” Lauren Markhan (2021) added “queer 
people and people of color with disabilities face even more discrimination than their white, 
straight counterparts” (p. 22).

Intersectionality describes overlapping social identities and associated oppression, mar-
ginalization, and domination that promotes discrimination. For example, intersectionality 
recognizes how ableism intersects with racism intersects with religious intolerance intersects 
with homophobia and, as a result, multiplies chances of oppression, marginalization, and 
violence. Ableism is the inaccurate belief, prejudice, and/or stereotype that people with dis-
abilities are inferior to people without disabilities, with this stigmatizing belief manifesting 
in devaluation, social oppression, and associated discriminatory actions against people with 
disabilities or those perceived to have a disability.

Rosita, a recently immigrated 80-year-old woman of color living in poverty whose 
mobility is impaired due to symptoms of osteoarthritis and osteoporosis is likely to 
experience oppression at various levels that combine to create an extremely chal-
lenging situation for her to function on a daily basis and to experience leisure, hap-
piness, and flourishing.
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Assumption #7 (Modern Society): We Should Consider Continuums 
People in modern society tend to think in dichotomies such as body/mind, subjective/ob-

jective, normal/abnormal, opinion/truth, and us/them. Dichotomous thinking can be helpful 
for organizing our thoughts since they provide comparisons enabling us to contrast ideas. In 
addition, often our thinking includes a blending of dichotomous thinking and recognition of 
the complexity of ideas. A dichotomy involves a contrast and clear distinction between two 
ideas or values that are completely different or in opposition. Dichotomies promote a belief in 
dualism, which creates divisions and places ideas and people into two opposing or contrast-
ing positions. Such dualistic beliefs lead us to generate categories of us versus them rather 
than developing a sense that we are all part of humanity existing in various forms.

There are such differences across types of disabilities and within types of disabili-
ties. Thus, when we have a disability, there are many possible locations for disabil-
ity to occur along a continuum of disability. However, in all these variations of dis-
ability, there continues to be the perception of the dichotomy of a person without 
a disability compared to a person with a disability.

Unfortunately and frequently, dichotomies are deceptive. Dichotomies deceive us since 
they simplify complicated ideas to such an extent that it becomes difficult to understand in-
terconnections of these complex ideas. Creation of dichotomies can lead to polarization of 
people as individuals choose to support one end of a continuum culminating in irreconcilable 
differences between others who choose the opposite position. Rosenblum and Travis (2016) 
explain the dangers of creating dichotomies,

Dichotomization inevitably yields categories that will be unequally valued and re-
warded; in social life, the two parts of a dichotomy will never be “equal.” To dichoto-
mize is not only to divide something into two parts; it is also to see these parts as 
mutually exclusive and in opposition. Dichotomization encourages that sense that 
there are only two categories, that everyone fits easily in one or the other, and that 
categories stand in opposition to each other . . . [It] especially promotes the image 
of the mythical other who is not at all like us. Whether in race, sex, sexuality, social 
class, or disability, dichotomization results in stigmatizing those who are less power-
ful. It provides the grounds for whole categories of people to become the objects of 
contempt. (pp. 20–21; 35)

For these reasons, it is helpful to avoid views based strictly on dichotomies. Strang (2016) 
provides a valuable observation that although we may need dichotomies slightly to provide 
clarity to our thinking, “we do not really need them very much.” (p. 433). Rather than think-
ing dualistically, consider that often continuums exist in our lives. A continuum involves a 
sequence or progression in which it is difficult to determine differences between adjacent 
ideas or values yet ideas at the ends of the continuum are distinct. As we think beyond simple 
dichotomies and incorporate existence of continuums, we begin to consider various perspec-
tives and relationships among these multiple perspectives. When we acknowledge contin-
uums and various perspectives exist, we start to have a more complete and complex under-
standing of human interactions and relationships. 

To avoid thinking solely in dichotomies and, rather, consider complexities of subjects 
and life, we think critically about issues people raise and decide for ourselves what we believe 
about these issues and how to incorporate them into our authentic identity. Critical thinking 
involves clarifying meaning and significance of information and determining if the explana-
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tion is sufficient to accept information as being true. In this way, we are encouraged to think 
for ourselves and to analyze others’ behaviors and material closely before accepting it. It is 
helpful if we analyze information presented in this book and form our own opinions. Kareem 
Abdul-Jabbar (2015) spoke to the importance of education for critical thinking: 

The attack on education isn’t on training our youth for whatever careers they choose; 
it’s on teaching them to think logically to form opinions based on facts rather than 
on familial and social influences. This part of education is about finding out who you 
are. It’s about becoming a happier person. It’s about being a responsible citizen. If you 
end up with all the same opinions you had before, then at least you can be confident 
that they are good ones because you were not too lazy or scared to question them. But 
you—all of us—need the process. (p. 30)

It is valuable to apply critical thinking as we learn new information. Critical thinking 
helps us challenge sociological, psychological, physical, and cultural barriers to leisure that 
result in discrimination, and it encourages us to be fair and reasonable, as well as to get a 
firm foundation on which to build our identities. When we think critically, we inquire about 
accuracy and legitimacy of information. We then have responsibility as we critically examine 
something to engage actively in the process of constructive thinking. Constructive thinking 
involves building on initial ideas that help improve or advance our beliefs, actions, and ulti-
mately lives. When we think constructively, we are identifying solutions to problems rather 
than repeatedly complaining about existing situations. Constructive thinking helps us to take 
action and to empower citizens and communities to solve simple and complex challenges. 
Ann Colby and colleagues (2003) support this position:

Universities should encourage and facilitate development of students’ capacities to 
examine complex situations in which competing values are at stake, to employ both 
substantive knowledge and moral reasoning to evaluate the problems and values in-
volved, to develop their own judgments about these issues and in respectful dialogue 
with others, and then to act on their judgments. (p. 14)

Although it is helpful to analyze and provide a critique of information, it is also important 
to offer alternatives, to offer ways to be inclusive. In this way, we work to deconstruct beliefs 
and practices that oppress and marginalize individuals while we work to build and construct 
beliefs and practices that demonstrate respect, promote equity, and create inclusion. The in-
tent is to provide information in a constructive manner to increase knowledge and skills 
associated with providing inclusive leisure services. It is time to either start thinking about 
creating inclusive leisure services or expand current thinking. As we gain experience, it is 
valuable to use critical and constructive thinking to move beyond initial understandings. As 
we do this, we improve our ability to identify complexities and continuums of concepts. Such 
an ability helps us to discover and create innovative ways to foster and promote inclusion.

Assumption #8 (Modern Society): Inclusion is Good 
Inclusion involves people living or simply being together in the same community so we 

share experiences and develop an appreciation for one another. The practice of inclusion pro-
motes valuing differences in each other by recognizing each person is a valuable contributor 
to society. When we acknowledge every person contributes to society, we create a context 
fostering a sense of belonging. Belonging occurs when we feel attachment and connection to 
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a group or place resulting in an affinity for the associated context or situation that creates a 
sense of being included. According to Power (2013),

One of the most common articulations of social inclusion has been to serve largely 
as a goal to tackle marginalization and disadvantage, poverty, unemployment and 
threats to community safety, along with poor access to health care and decent hous-
ing. (p. 69) 

There are two aspects associated with the delivery of inclusive services. One involves 
making accommodations to address unique needs of specific people so they participate, learn, 
acquire skills, and feel confident. The other consists of considering individuals to help create 
welcoming contexts in which all participants have fun, make choices, realize their conception 
of the good, and contribute to creating inclusive situations. Being included empowers us to 
pursue the kind of lives we value.

The National Recreation and Park Association (2018) launched Parks for Inclusion, 
an initiative to improve access to health and wellness activities in parks for over 
one million people over three years. NRPA defines inclusion as removing barriers, 
both physical and theoretical, so all people have an equal opportunity to enjoy 
benefits of parks and recreation. The initiative emphasizes reaching the most vul-
nerable individuals and families—those who experience high rates of health dis-
parities and diminished quality of life.

Inclusion implies everyone deserves to have a chance to be a part of a community from 
the beginning of our lives while we try to realize our life plans. Including all of us living in a 
pluralistic society is challenging, but we must welcome this challenge. 

Assumption #9 (Modern Society): Diversity Enriches Our World 
Embracing people so they feel included is a moral obligation in pluralistic societies. 

Moreover, diversity enriches our world. Diversity is associated with variety; within the con-
text of this book, the term diversity refers to the variety associated with humans, relative to 
characteristics such as ability, ethnicity, socioeconomics, gender, sexual orientation, race, and 
age, creating a spectrum of human similarities and differences. We value diversity not only 
when we are aware of differences, but also when we are accepting and respecting of differ-
ences. Thus, we must work to create a culture affirming diversity. In doing so, we do ask and 
do tell to counteract seeing no differences in skin colors, sexual orientations, abilities, and 
access to power and resources. 

A continuum exists that is reflective of how we address diversity with intolerance located 
at one end of the continuum, tolerance toward the middle, and embracement at the other end. 
Intolerance of difference and ambiguity leads to prejudice and bigotry. Intolerance involves 
an unwillingness or refusal to accept people different in some way from the person or group 
in power. Intolerance occurs when bias and hatred motivate individuals or groups based on 
specific characteristics. Acts of intolerance damage society and result in unreasonable harm 
to dignity, safety, and well-being of those who encounter this malicious form of discrimina-
tion. Openness and comfort with difference and ambiguity promote tolerance. Tolerance is 
the deliberate act of an individual or organization to refrain from disapproval, censure, or 
violence against beliefs of another, despite a disagreement with those beliefs. This definition 
narrowly identifies tolerance as absence of negative behaviors and infers the person doing the 
tolerating is in a position of superiority over others. The notion of tolerance is inconsistent 
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with inclusion, because inclusion recognizes we value one another and no one group or indi-
vidual is superior. 

A more useful approach than tolerating others is the idea of embracing them. Embracement 
is our ability and commitment to recognize, respect, engage, and negotiate differences while 
accepting the belief that human beings are diverse in many ways, including their appearance, 
speech, behavior, and values. It includes a belief that everyone ought to have the right to 
experience leisure. This broader approach is sometimes inferred with the word tolerance, al-
though is more in keeping with the notion of acceptance, which implies inclusion. Embracing 
and welcoming all individuals into leisure services is a result of humility and self-acceptance. 
Embracement originates from a sense of humility that we have nothing to prove and that an 
opposing perspective is not a threat. Humility involves the belief that any one person is no 
better than another, and every person deserves our respect. When we are humble, we recog-
nize humans make mistakes. Therefore, we are open to the possibility we may be wrong or 
are not aware of the entirety of an issue, so we listen to others and genuinely consider their 
perspective. True inclusion goes beyond tolerance toward embracing and recognizing value 
in diversity and difference. When we embrace diversity, we include individuals and groups as 
people who are part of the whole and appreciate what everyone brings to the group or, more 
generally, to society. As we work toward inclusion, embrace others, and communicate our 
openness, we grow in compassion, understanding, and sensitivity. For a summary of the value 
of ethical assumptions with a particular grounding in modern society, see Figure 1.2.

Figure 1.2 
Particular Grounding of Ethical Assumptions Associated with Humans Living 

in Modern Society

Modern Society:
• Intersecting Identities

• Consider Continuums

• Inclusion is Good

• Diversity Enriches

What Are Ethical Assumptions for Leisure Service Providers?
As leisure service providers, we transfer ethical ideas into ethical actions. Acting in an 

ethical manner means acting on morally good principles, such as treating others with respect, 
promoting their sense of dignity, and not bringing them harm. It also means, as we try to live 
good lives, we develop our character to achieve happiness and flourish; we attempt to become 
the best person we can be. Each time we act in an ethical way, it increases the chance we will 
act ethically when the next opportunity arises. As with so many other aspects of life, practice 
stacks the deck in our favor as we create a cycle of success. By repeatedly demonstrating ethi-
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cal behaviors, we contribute to development of unique human traits such as moral character 
and flourish. A person who has character consistently acts in an ethical manner. Finally, we 
must trust we will do the right thing, have the courage to do it, and face the consequences, 
including personal sacrifices. Aristotle teaches us that to be ethical involves more than good 
intentions, it requires actions demonstrating respect and consideration for others and doing 
the right thing. Ethical actions help us to create an environment promoting equity and inclu-
sion for all. 

Assumption #10 (Service Providers): With Authority Comes Responsibility
When we are in a social position of authority, we have the ability to exert control, to 

take command, or to accomplish a task influencing others and their actions. Because of hav-
ing such authority, we are privileged. We experience privilege when we enjoy resources and 
advantages providing us with opportunities other people do not possess. Because some of 
us experience privilege, others of us must experience oppression; this book focuses on when 
people with disabilities encounter oppression. It is valuable if we experience humility by be-
ing in this position of privilege and feel a sense of responsibility. Unfortunately, conditions of 
ignorance and selfishness often accompany a sense of privilege. Ignorance refers to a lack of 
knowledge, understanding, or learning. This challenge often stems from an inability or un-
willingness to engage in meaningful dialogue with others who are different in some way. This 
lack of interaction results in not developing an understanding of people’s common humanity. 
Because when we experience privileges we benefit from oppression and marginalization of 
others, we often consciously or unconsciously want existing systems to continue. This desire 
for an advantage is associated with being selfish. Selfishness occurs when we lack consider-
ation for others as we primarily focus on our personal ability to have positive experiences and 
acquire desired resources that benefit us. As selfishness extends beyond individual behavior 
to a collective occurrence, injustice happens. This injustice resulting in power differentials 
influences the ability of various individuals, such as people with disabilities, to experience 
leisure. 

With privilege of being a human service professional comes responsibility to understand 
opportunities associated with privilege and to work to practice compassion, empathy, and a 
commitment to being an ally. Compassion is our ability to understand another’s challenges, 
distress, or suffering accompanied by the desire to alleviate or remove these negative condi-
tions or to be helpful in some way. Such compassion occurs when we consider our com-
monalities grounded in the belief we are all human. There are challenges with those of us 
experiencing privileges speaking about or attempting to represent individuals and groups 
experiencing oppression. Empathy is the ability to understand, share, feel, or identify with 
another’s experiences, emotions, or thoughts; the ability to place oneself in another person’s 
position. With empathy, we try to feel with a person rather than feel for that person. As we de-
velop a sense of empathy, we tend to act in ways that demonstrate respect for human dignity, 
understood as the ability to pursue one’s life plans. Empathy involves imagining ourselves as 
others, imagining their situations and attitudes, and what it would be like to be them. 

Responsibility involves a sense of duty to be reliably accountable and answerable for 
one’s actions or completing a task. We base the notion of responsibility on the conditions that 
our actions are within our control, such actions influence the world and, to a degree, we can 
predict consequences of our actions (Berdinesen, 2017). Related to ethics, the title of Spike 
Lee’s 1989 film, Do the Right Thing, about bigotry and racial conflict, comes to mind. Ethical 
responsibility involves a sense of obligation to treat people fairly, justly, equitably, and im-
partially, thus avoiding discrimination, domination, oppression, and marginalization. Given 
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our responsibility as being a service provider, we commit to being an advocate and an ally to 
people with disabilities. Advocacy involves committing to a cause, such as inclusion and eq-
uity, and trying to eliminate patterns of injustice by speaking on behalf of someone or a group. 
Being an ally includes recognizing unearned privilege we receive from society’s patterns of 
injustice and acting with people experiencing disability and associated oppression. An ally 
takes responsibility for changing these problematic social patterns and speaking with, as well 
as standing beside, people with disabilities encountering injustice. The difference between be-
ing an ally and an advocate is, as an ally, we stand with and beside someone or a group, as an 
advocate we speak for someone or a group.

When we speak with, for, or about people with disabilities, it is valuable to be self-critical 
while responsibly empowering those who experience oppression so that our interactions are 
ethical. We recognize we cannot completely understand others’ lives, so our representation of 
them is incomplete. As leisure service professionals, we guard against approaching interac-
tions, relationships, and service delivery in a paternalistic manner. The mere fact that people 
hire us to provide leisure services places us immediately in a position of authority. Often 
participants view us as role models and consciously or unconsciously imitate and incorporate 
our behaviors into their behavioral repertoire. McLean and Yoder (2005) encourage those of 
us in the leisure service field to make a difference: 

You are incredibly privileged . . . with this privilege comes an awesome responsibility: 
We can make decisions based on only our wants and needs, we can continue as before 
without thinking about our actions, or we can be a part of creating a better world by 
actively deciding to do so. As society slowly but surely recognizes the importance of 
leisure, even more authority will be granted to us and even more will be expected of 
us . . . You will need to carefully weigh consequences of your actions, consider obliga-
tions and rights of all people, and strive to live a virtuous life both professionally and 
privately. (p. 197)

Considering these words and the mantra of Spider-Man as shared with him by his Uncle 
Ben, “With great power comes great responsibility,” it may be helpful to reflect on the idea that 
each time we interact with people we serve, we influence them in some way. The hope is that 
this will lead us to recognize and eliminate any unconscious sense of superiority and remind 
us to be humble and respectful of all people.

Assumption #11 (Service Providers): We Should Base Inclusive Leisure Services on So-
cial Justice 

Inclusive leisure services contain necessary supports and flexibility to provide oppor-
tunities for people having diverse skills, knowledge, backgrounds, cultures, life experiences, 
as well as innate and acquired characteristics, to have choices on ways to experience leisure. 
Such experiences contribute to our happiness and ability to flourish. As leisure service provid-
ers, we commit ourselves to equity and social justice to restrict oppression and marginaliza-
tion and promote leisure. We respect each person and, consequently, contribute to instilling 
within every individual a sense of dignity. To facilitate dignity, we work to understand each 
person’s right to pursue the kind of life they value; thus, working to achieve social justice as-
sociated with our delivery of leisure services. We commit ourselves to helping people with 
disabilities lead good lives as we work to promote their active leisure engagement. 

Grounding inclusive leisure services in principles of social justice helps us avoid pushing 
people with disabilities who are currently on the margins into the mainstream. A social justice 
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framework encourages us to determine ways in which leisure can empower people to lead 
lives they value. Thus, we focus our attention on widening the stream of resources and op-
portunities to include social justice criteria into discussions and, more specifically, inclusive 
leisure services. By using the goal of inclusion of all people as a means to achieve social justice, 
rather than focusing explicitly on accommodating specific groups, we avoid fracturing efforts 
for equity by examining commonalities across numerous marginalized groups to discover 
mutual challenges they experience. Leisure services facilitating inclusion at the individual 
level and contributing to social justice at the collective level occurs when all people have op-
portunities to make meaningful choices that foster happiness and relieve suffering. Lopez 
Frias and Dattilo (2020) state,

. . . there is value in understanding the synergistic connection and continuum be-
tween inclusion and social justice as they relate to leisure . . . By using social justice 
as the foundation, inclusive leisure scholars and service providers offer resources that 
contribute to leisure engagement and empower participants to lead the kind of lives 
they value. (pp. 2, 14)

Assumption #12 (Service Providers): We Should Consider Perspectives Different from 
Our Own 

Providing leisure services is challenging, given people living in diverse situations con-
sider different elements of an experience to be valuable. Accordingly, developing meaning-
ful leisure services requires careful attention to cultural factors and contexts. We develop an 
understanding that various perspectives exist and are important to consider when we are 
meeting the needs of a diverse clientele. A perspective is an evaluation or assessment of a cir-
cumstance or situation from one person’s point of view. Reading books written from the per-
spective of someone living with a disability or listening to their stories, helps us to understand 
better that our privilege constantly affects our lives. It helps expand our perspective so we 
can be better allies. When we consider perspectives other than our own, we increase our un-
derstanding of the world. Hans Rosling, along with his son, Ola, and daughter-in-law, Anna, 
founded the Gapminder Foundation with the mission of fighting devastating ignorance with 
a fact-based worldview. After a lifetime of work as a doctor and researcher, Hans (Rosling et 
al., 2018) encourages us to,

Constantly test your favorite ideas for weaknesses. Be humble about the extent of 
your expertise. Be curious about new information that doesn’t fit, and information 
from other fields. And, rather than talking only to people who agree with you, or 
collecting examples that fit your ideas, see people who contradict you, disagree with 
you, and put forward different ideas as a great resource for understanding the world. 
(pp. 186–187) 

When we consider some of many perspectives of individuals around the world, we recog-
nize our individual perspective of issues is limited. The more we realize the narrowness of our 
perspective, the more we understand the need to broaden our perspective and, subsequently 
feel humility. As we encounter opportunities to become humbler, we grow as individuals. For 
a summary of application of ethical assumptions associated with inclusive leisure services, see 
Figure 1.3.
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Figure 1.3 
Application of Ethical Assumptions Associated with Providing Inclusive Leisure Services 

Service Providers:
• Authority-Responsibility

• Based on Social Justice

• Other Perspectives

Final Thoughts: Begin and End with Ethics
Beginning and ending with ethics is a way to keep us on our path to equity and inclusion. 

As we begin and end our day, we reflect on actions we took and actions we can take that help 
us act in an ethical manner. We examine when we might have missed an opportunity to act 
in a way that develops our character and commit to doing better. As we begin developing 
services, we think about ways we can incorporate actions that demonstrate our ethics and 
encourage others to be ethical. When we engage in ongoing evaluation of our services, we 
examine how successful we were in being ethical and modify our strategies to better promote 
ethical behaviors. We celebrate ethical actions of people we encounter and our behaviors that 
reflect our character as we remain true to our ethical standards. 

As presented in Figure 1.4, this chapter identifies 12 ethical assumptions on which we can 
base inclusive leisure services. It is valuable for all of us to clarify and communicate our ethi-
cal assumptions so others know the rationale for our actions. Consequently, we can hold our-
selves accountable to such basic assumptions. Frequently, we focus our attention on specifics 
of situations in which we find ourselves and lose sight of the reasons we decided to provide 
human services in the first place. Clarifying what results in us acting in a good and just way 
and sharing these assumptions with others, helps us and, thus, helps others, live the good life 
as we collectively experience leisure, happiness, and flourishing. 
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Figure 1.4 
Twelve Ethical Assumptions of Inclusive Leisure

Service Providers:
• Authority-Responsibility

• Based on Social Justice

• Other Perspectives

Humans:
• Leisure is Good

• Respect Each Person

• Social Justice Requires 
Access to Basics

• Self-Determination

• Power is Pervasive

Modern Society:
• Intersecting Identities

• Consider Continuums

• Inclusion is Good

• Diversity Enriches

Discussion Questions
1. What is the connection between leisure, happiness, and fl ourishing?
2. How might people with disabilities experience oppression and marginalization?
3. What is the relevance of respect and dignity to delivering inclusive leisure 

services?
4. What are characteristics of social justice and equity? 
5. How does self-determination intertwine with leisure?
6. Why is it important to understand the pervasiveness of power?
7. What is the relevance of intersectionality in considering lives of people with 

disabilities?
8. What are implications of thinking about issues using continuums rather than 

dichotomies?
9. What is the value of the concept of embracement as compared to tolerance?
10. What are negative conditions oft en associated with privilege that interfere with 

leisure?
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Chapter 2

Achieve the Goal 
of Leisure for People 
with Disabilities

Carrie treasured traveling with her children.

Carrie was an ally to and an advocate for people with disabilities and 
other people experiencing marginalization and oppression, such as mem-
bers of the LGBTQ+ community. She devoted her career as a lawyer work-
ing to reduce discrimination of people with disabilities. She lived with mus-
cular dystrophy, which slowly progressed as she became reliant on a power 
wheelchair and a ventilator during the last few years of her life. She also lived 
with diabetes, resulting in hearing and vision difficulties. Along the way, she 
adopted several children with severe cognitive and physical disabilities. As 
often as they could, her family would load into her van and head out to 
community, state, and national parks to enjoy nature. Carrie Ann Lucas lived 
and breathed principles of inclusion. She stated, “We are always addressing 
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the issue of how society devalues our lives and experiences. We are always 
confronting attitudes about our abilities to work, to be parents. We are con-
fronted day in and day out with the way society views our capability and our 
quality of life.” (Padawer, 2019, p. 34)

Introduction
Leisure is complex and multidimensional, occurring across the lifespan and including 

a range of experiences in various community settings. Ys, Jewish Community Centers, and 
parks and recreation departments offer structured programs that can promote leisure. In ad-
dition, less structured experiences such as swimming at a community pool or walking at 
a park can also be contexts where leisure is experienced. A situation in which we believe 
we have freedom to participate is likely to encourage us to experience leisure. With leisure, 
we find our experience to be meaningful as we become intrinsically motivated to engage in 
the experience. As we engage in leisure, we feel that our experience contributes our sense of 
identity as we become self-determined. Leisure contributes to our development. Experiences 
that are leisure create a context for us to express talents, demonstrate capabilities, pursue 
our potential, and experience various positive emotions while participating in enjoyable and 
meaningful activities. Research supports beneficial effects of leisure participation. For people 
with disabilities, leisure:

• helps people develop friendships, have fun, and be active (e.g., Fernandez 
et al., 2018)

• has a significant positive effect on life satisfaction (Pagán-Rodríguez, 2014)
• facilitates social engagement, enjoyment, control, and choice (King et al., 

2014)
• is a useful coping resource (Nimrod et al., 2012)
• contributes to quality of life (Dahan-Oliel et al., 2012)
• increases confidence, skills, and self-esteem (e.g., Patterson & Pegg, 2009)

Despite varied benefits of leisure participation, many people with disabilities do not have 
opportunities to use their free time in a satisfying manner. This chapter highlights strategies 
to reduce social, psychological, physical, and, most pervasively, power barriers experienced 
by people with disabilities to experience inclusion in their communities and, specifically, to 
experience leisure. To decrease these barriers, we work to facilitate engagement in two ways 
as we deliver inclusive leisure services creating a dual-focused approach. One way to decrease 
barriers and increase inclusion is to make accommodations to address unique needs of specif-
ic people so they participate, learn, acquire skills, and feel confident. Therefore, each chapter 
in Section C of the book clarifies particular characteristics associated with various disabling 
conditions and identifies some unique recommendations for providing inclusive leisure ser-
vices for these individuals. The chapters address certain challenging situations or disabling 
conditions to increase awareness and help practitioners develop an understanding of specific 
disabilities. Each chapter provides a summary of these unique considerations for specific dis-
abilities and ways to facilitate inclusion for people who possess such characteristics. 

Graham Condie is a doctoral student in the Institute of Sport, Physical Education 
and Health Sciences at the University of Edinburgh who has worked with CPISRA 
(the Cerebral Palsy International Sports and Recreation Association). Graham has 
cerebral palsy—a type of neurological impairment, which, as he describes, “af-
fects my mobility, all four of my limbs, my speech, balance, muscle tone, and 
indirectly my mental health. I say ‘indirectly’ because although my cerebral palsy 
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does not give me negative mental health, experiences of muscle soreness, pain, 
fatigue, negative social attitudes or barriers in the environment, can influence my 
anxiety and depression.” (Condie, 2021, p. 367). Graham enjoys music, relaxing 
with friends and family, watching an interesting television program, and partici-
pating in different sports and physical activities, in which he has been a success-
ful para-athlete, competing at a national level and representing Scotland at the 
2015 and 2018 World Games (Condie, 2018, 2021). As a researcher, he attempts to 
widen our understanding of disability within the context of leisure. He wrote that 
even though people may have a disability, they still have the desire to experi-
ence leisure and the ability to feel enjoyment, autonomy, and self-determination 
(Condie, 2018). Therefore, Condie (2021) argues we must recognize people with 
disabilities are primarily human and have the capacity to experience leisure by 
engaging in recreation activities in different ways. He encourages us to broaden 
our understanding about different dimensions of disability and leisure, and, similar 
to Aitchison (2009), he urges us to expand our understanding of leisure to include 
perspectives of those who have a disability, rather than only those who do not.

Another way to promote inclusive opportunities for people to experience leisure consists 
of considering the common or more general needs of individuals. This approach helps us 
create welcoming and accommodating contexts in which all participants have fun together, 
make choices, realize their conception of the good, and contribute to creating inclusive situa-
tions. This and the next chapter provide some of these general suggestions. 

• Illes and Lou (2019) reported that in both policy and practice, we must uphold 
the rights of people with disabilities, as we implement appropriate environ-
mental supports and accessibility as well as promote positive attitudes and an 
inclusive society. 

• The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
grounds itself in this dual-purpose model (Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, 2015).

In addition, each chapter in Section C integrates general strategies for promoting inclu-
sion of anyone, regardless of their characteristics. Being included empowers individuals to 
pursue the kind of lives they value. Iriarte et al. (2016) edited the book, Disability and Human 
Rights: Global Perspectives, identifying the value of considering multiple characteristics to ad-
dress diverse needs of people with disabilities, stating,

Persons with disabilities do not conform to a homogeneous group. There is indeed 
a wide diversity of impairments, which result in disability becoming a unique expe-
rience for each person, in addition to personal characteristics such as gender, age, 
racial or ethnic origin, urban or rural background, the risks people with disabilities 
face from humanitarian emergencies, natural disasters, armed conflict, displacement 
or migration, among others. (p. xii)

Therefore, it is valuable to consider that many factors influence chances for people with 
disabilities to experience leisure, including culture, economic resources, age, and family envi-
ronment. Such factors affect attempts to negotiate, reduce, or eliminate barriers to leisure. A 
way to promote human rights is to offer all people a chance to experience leisure together and 
to welcome them into our programs. 

To facilitate leisure for people with disabilities who have limited economic resources, we 
work to improve safety, make programs affordable, and facilitate access. We also promote 
healthy aging, respond to desires of people throughout their life span, and facilitate meaning-
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ful leisure experiences. In addition, we involve families by creating family-centered leisure 
services, developing cross-cultural competence, relieving their stress, and communicating 
with them. Although many of us, such as Carrie, work throughout our lives to be an ally and 
an advocate for people with disabilities and to promote inclusive leisure services, there con-
tinues to be substantial need for improvement. As an illustration, Shefter et al. (2017) describe 
some challenges in facilitating inclusion at Jewish summer camps:

When it comes to inclusion, the common complexities of training and supervising 
staff at camp are augmented by the diversity of attitudes and experiences of members 
of the camp community. Staff training needs are multifaceted. Even the most well-
meaning staff member typically lacks any formal introduction to types of disability 
or how to create environmental accommodations to allow a diverse group of camp-
ers to thrive. (p. 82)

To address some of these needs, we work to move inclusion forward by listening care-
fully to people with disabilities. A phrase adopted by many individuals with disabilities that 
is sound advice for leisure service providers, is nothing about us without us. In their book, 
Inclusion, Disability, and Culture, Santoshi Halder and Lori Czop Assaf (2017) consider this 
phrase and introduce their book:

Despite over a century of activism by advocates for equal access to society regardless 
of sociocultural factors, these irrelevant factors still result in the marginalization of 
billions worldwide. For example, although the number of people who work to facili-
tate racial equality has increased tremendously over the last century, subtle prejudices 
that limit opportunity remain common everywhere, and even egregious discrimina-
tion can still be found. Given the longstanding struggle for equality experienced by 
people who differ only in terms of sociocultural or racial factors, it is not surpris-
ing that the relatively recent struggle for equal access to society’s benefits (inclusion) 
by people with physical, intellectual and developmental differences is understudied, 
daunting, and sometimes controversial. (p. vii)

In keeping with sentiments of Halder and Assaf, the article appearing in the Journal of 
Park and Recreation Administration (Dattilo, 2018) provides the basis for this chapter describ-
ing a structure to encourage implementation of inclusive leisure services. In addition, the 
book Inclusive Leisure Services (Dattilo, 2021) delivers a more comprehensive description of 
the approach. This chapter identifies content encouraging current and future practitioners to 
provide inclusive leisure services to people with disabilities. To begin, the chapter identifies 
barriers to leisure followed by strategies intended to encourage us to work through these bar-
riers by creating contexts and situations conducive to leisure. The chapter highlights several 
conditions to consider when creating an equitable context for leisure. This chapter contains 
information and explanations trying to answer the following questions:

• What is inclusive leisure? 
• What are leisure barriers? 
• How do we promote inclusive leisure experiences? 
• What are considerations for service delivery? 
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What is Our Goal? Leisure: From Few to Many
We trace discussions of leisure to teachings of ancient Greek scholars, such as Plato and 

Aristotle, who identify leisure as a contemplative cognitive experience strongly connected to 
flourishing. For this book, leisure involves a subjective state of being connecting to happi-
ness and flourishing involving self-determined, intrinsically motivated experiences that bring 
purpose and meaning to our lives and contribute to our sense of identity and authenticity. 
Happiness is critical to living a healthy life of contentment, an emotional or psychological 
state contributing to our overall sense of well-being involving positive feelings resulting in 
satisfaction with life. To flourish, we move past self-interest to sharing and celebrating good-
ness in ourselves, others, and the natural world. Happiness and flourishing require developing 
and exercising powers uniquely human for living well, and engaging in leisure contributes 
to these valuable experiences. An experience becomes meaningful when it connects us to 
others and fosters gratification that leads us to conclude that the experience is valuable and 
contributes to our ability to experience happiness and flourishing. Meaning making through 
leisure appears to be a major way to promote well-being and engagement with life. At the 
most basic, identity is what distinguishes each of us from one another and reflects our essen-
tial characteristics. Our identity reflects how we think of ourselves and how others think of 
us. Authenticity involves acting in ways that are genuine, with these actions being consistent 
with our values, beliefs, thoughts, and desires, despite whatever external pressures we en-
counter. Being authentic is not just a matter of pursuing goals and adhering to values; rather, 
it requires trying to discover who we are and being genuine. Leisure is an ideal context to 
form and express our authentic identity.

What began in ancient times as an opportunity for an elite few, today we view leisure 
as an inalienable human right. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted by The 
United Nations (Assembly, 1948) stipulates that people of all abilities and ages have the right 
to experience leisure. Violations of these human rights result in unjust systematic disparities 
and inequities that negatively influence people’s health and development. Our challenge then 
is to create leisure services that are welcoming of all people, including those who experience 
systematic, ongoing oppression and marginalization. 

What Are Principles of Inclusive Leisure? Moving Forward
It is helpful for us to become aware of fundamental 

principles of inclusive leisure services contained in the 
shaded circle immediately outside the goal of leisure. 
Such ideas are presented in Figure 2.1 and include eth-
ics, inclusion and social justice, leisure, human and civil 
rights relevant to leisure involvement. The goal of leisure 
is also identified in the center of the figure. We consider 
the following to promote inclusion:

• Ethics
• Inclusion and social justice
• Human and civil rights

Figure 2.1 
The Goal and Principles of 

Inclusive Leisure Services for 
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Ethics: Begin and End Everything with Ethics
As introduced in the previous chapter, ethics involves rules of behavior or conduct based 

on ideas of what is morally right or wrong that have us consider implications of our behaviors 
beyond ourselves and choose actions that demonstrate respect for others. Respect includes 
being considerate of another’s interests by treating the person with dignity. Dignity is the abil-
ity to pursue one’s life plans. As a result, ethics comprise our beliefs and values, attitudes, in-
tentions, and behaviors. Society influences our ethics that continually regulate our behaviors. 
Ethical standards help to establish what we ought to do, often in terms of rights, obligations, 
and responsibilities. Following such standards reflects integrity and a sense of respect and 
responsibility to humans and the environment. Underlying ethical assumptions for inclusive 
leisure services coalesce into three clusters with one referring to all humans, another to ide-
als for which we strive, and a third applying to human service providers. Ethical assumptions 
associated with people include beliefs that all humans deserve our respect, everyone has the 
right to self-determination, and we cannot reduce anyone to one characteristic. Assumptions 
about ideals for which we strive comprise inclusion is good and diversity enriches our world. 
Those assumptions specifically relevant to providing leisure services are, with power comes 
responsibility, we ought to consider different perspectives, and critical and constructive think-
ing contribute to a just society. 

Sweeping and stereotyping generalizations about people with disability affront the 
ethical principle of justice-the moral standard of fairness-and assures equitable dis-
tribution of benefits and burdens to individuals within a group, especially as it related 
to the autonomy and civil rights of people with disabilities across many categories. A 
disability concept of interdependence acknowledges power disparities and includes 
an understanding of gender, race, and social status, in addition to disability. Disabil-
ity justice fundamentally centers disability experience and expertise as an important 
component of the ability of disabled people and non-disabled people to work to-
gether collectively to support each other. (Patterson & Block, 2019, p. 69)

Inclusion and Social Justice: Be Together from the Start
Inclusion means that we are all together from the beginning to the end of our lives as 

we collectively experience community life. Inclusive leisure services involve making accom-
modations to address unique needs of specific people so they participate, learn, acquire skills, 
and feel confident, and consists of considering the unique needs of individuals to help create 
welcoming contexts in which all participants have fun, make choices, realize their conception 
of the good, and contribute to creating inclusive situations. Being included empowers indi-
viduals to pursue the kind of lives they value. When we use the word inclusion in the context 
of people with disabilities, the assumption is that inclusion is good. A way to help create 
inclusive leisure services is to have principles of inclusion permeate our agency, its mission, 
operations, products, and services. Each of us connected with inclusive leisure services act on 
a commitment to eliminate all forms of oppression and marginalization within the organiza-
tion and educate others about inclusive approaches. An inclusive agency serves members of 
diverse cultural and social groups as fully engaged and respected participants, especially in 
decisions that shape the organization and associated services.

Grounding inclusive leisure services on principles of social justice helps to avoid pushing 
people who are currently on the margins into the mainstream. A social justice framework 
encourages us to determine ways in which leisure can empower people with disabilities to 
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lead lives they value. Thus, we focus our attention on widening the stream of resources and 
opportunities to include social justice criteria into discussions and, more importantly, inter-
ventions concerning inclusive leisure. By using the goal of inclusion of all people as a means 
to achieve social justice, rather than focusing explicitly on accommodating specific groups, 
we avoid fracturing efforts for equity by examining commonalities across numerous margin-
alized groups to discover mutual challenges they experience. Social justice  is the ongoing 
daily occurrence of collective actions based on fairness and solidarity valuing human rights 
and equity supporting the dignity of individuals at multiple social levels including access to 
economic, political, health, education, cultural and leisure opportunities and resources. The 
idea of social justice is concerned with developing systems that provide individuals with re-
sources and opportunities that they need to lead a good life, including the sense of belonging 
to a community. Equity is concerned with fairness, impartiality, and justice with the manner 
in which people are treated. Compared to equality that is primarily concerned with sameness, 
equity focuses on fairness. Equity means we recognize that for each person to have similar 
opportunities, we will need to help people overcome different types and degrees of barriers 
that ultimately improve everyone’s life. 

To achieve inclusion, we focus on people’s similarities such as our interests and various 
characteristics to help created bonds between participants. As we consider our common hu-
manness, we are in position to celebrate our differences. To promote equity, we recognize that 
people need different degrees and types of accommodations, and we provide various supports 
so everyone has opportunities to experience leisure. We create contexts that foster reciprocity 
so power is distributed, and we recognize contributions that each person makes to our com-
munity. It is critical that all members of the community feel welcome to participate in leisure 
services.

As more people with disabilities are physically included in community life, neigh-
borhoods, recreation, and congregations, our challenge is to go beyond physical 
inclusion to true social inclusion (Amado et al., 2013).

Human and Civil Rights: Learn from Our Mistakes

• Human rights are basic freedoms all people are entitled to regardless of na-
tionality, sex, national or ethnic origin, race, religion, language, or other status 
(Freeman, 2017).

• Civil rights protect citizens of a country by their government typically enacted 
as laws (Chong, 2014).

Understanding history of oppression and marginalization as well as strides associated 
with emancipation helps us to appreciate progress we have made and identify progress that 
still needs to occur to advance human and civil rights. As we develop an awareness of histori-
cal events, we identify detrimental policies resulting in oppression and marginalization so we 
avoid making similar mistakes and recognize actions that promote human and civil rights. 

What Are Considerations for Service Delivery? See Common-
alities

Figure 2.2 presents considerations that influence chances to participate in leisure and 
influence attempts to negotiate, reduce, or eliminate barriers to leisure engagement. These 
considerations influencing attitudes and opportunities for leisure by people with disabilities 
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are divided into two groups presented in circles with a white background immediately outside 
the principles of inclusive leisure services. By definition, ability is a major consideration for 
people with disabilities. Therefore, this consideration is presented closest to the principles 
with the remaining considerations culture, economics, age, and family involvement all play-
ing a role. 

Figure 2.2 
Considerations for Achieving the Goal and Principles of Inclusive  
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Ability: Nothing About Us Without Us 
The United Nations reports growth of the international disability movement, with its mot-

to Nothing About Us Without Us, encapsulates a shift in perspective toward inclusion of people 
with disabilities in every aspect of political, social, economic, and cultural life. Unfortunately, 
discrimination against people with disabilities persists in critical areas, such as leisure. People 
with disabilities continually encounter discrimination such as intentional exclusion, creation 
of architectural, transportation, and communication barriers, overprotective rules and poli-
cies, failure to modify existing facilities and practices, exclusionary qualification standards 
and criteria, segregation, and relegation to lesser services. To focus on all people’s abilities, 
we become responsive, emphasize people first, encourage autonomy, and involve partici-
pants. Since a critical aspect of leisure involves making choices, it is important that people 
feel autonomous. To facilitate a sense of control and choice, we promote independence and 
interdependence, determine necessity of any accommodation, and view accommodations as 
transitional. It is helpful to involve people with disabilities in all aspects of program develop-
ment by talking with them, determining feasibility of accommodations, and ensuring safety. 
As is discussed in Section B of the book, the ADA helps set the stage for inclusion; however, 
even if we comply with the ADA, people still might not be included in various programs. We 
must go beyond responding.

Culture and Race: We Are One, Yet We Are Diverse
We offer people with disabilities of diverse cultures chances to experience leisure together 

and to welcome them into our programs. Approaches used to facilitate positive interactions 
between diverse participants within leisure contexts include increasing cultural competence 
of personnel, creating welcoming environments, providing culturally diverse leisure, and de-
veloping inclusive leisure spaces, such a community gardens. Participation in leisure services 
that foster positive interaction among diverse participants helps to establish friendships and 

PRINCIPLES
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reduce negative feelings about other people. Services promoting positive interactions between 
diverse participants help us learn about others, increase our self-awareness, improve our at-
titudes and behaviors, encourage us to develop friendships, and change our perspectives. 

Economic Resources: Bring People to Programs and Bring 
Programs to People

To facilitate leisure for people with disabilities who have low incomes, we lessen barriers 
to leisure by welcoming participants and becoming allies and advocates. We improve safety 
by collaborating with law enforcement officers, developing systems to have participants arrive 
and depart safely, teaching community members to be watchful, providing leisure services, 
and maintaining space. To make programs affordable, we identify no charge times, promote 
reciprocity with volunteers, apply for grants, and provide scholarships. We facilitate access by 
bringing participants to programs as we offer transportation and bringing portable programs 
to them in their communities. We address homelessness by making personal connections and 
implementing supportive policies.

Age: Create a Balance—Celebrate Abilities and Address 
Challenges

All people benefit from embracing principles of health aging. Healthy aging involves 
creating a balance between recognizing growth and development with accepting and accom-
modating declines in functioning. We promote such a balance by offering services that create 
opportunities for relaxation and stress reduction through continuity of leisure participation 
across the years as well as by establishing energizing situations through engagement in novel 
experiences and activities. We provide a balance of services designed specifically for an age 
cohort providing a chance for people to participate with their peers as well as those services 
that are intergenerational. Another aspect of providing balanced services across the life span 
is to establish contexts where people engage in activities in which they contribute to their 
communities through acts of kindness as well as express appreciation for gifts and acts of 
kindness they receive.

Family: Accommodate and Include, Regardless
The Preamble of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

(United Nations, 2006) states:

The family is the natural and fundamental group unit of society and is entitled to 
protection by society and the State, and that persons with disabilities and their family 
members should receive the necessary protection and assistance to enable families 
to contribute towards the full and equal enjoyment of the rights of persons with dis-
abilities.

Although there are various sources across the world identifying the value of the family in 
the lives of everyone, including people with disabilities, Roy McConky (2016) provides these 
words of caution to the international community:

Too often the enormous contribution of families to the well-being of persons with 
disabilities is overlooked and indeed taken for granted. Rather it behooves the world 
community to proactively support [family caregivers] so that they are sustained in 
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the common goal of achieving a better life for their relatives and the wider commu-
nity of persons with disabilities. (p. 231)

Considering a family includes all members of a household under a roof who have a com-
mon interest and commitment to its members, we work to send the message that all types 
of families are valued. Since family-oriented activities are common contexts for leisure, we 
develop family-centered leisure services that create collaborative partnerships with the in-
dividual, family, friends, professionals, and community. Given our cultural diversity, we of-
fer family-focused services that include an emphasis on diversity and cultural issues. Since 
communication is critical between service providers and participants, when we connect with 
families, we increase mutual respect. 

What Are Leisure Barriers? Stopped Before We Start
As we experience privilege and are in positions of power, we become unaware of our 

advantages because of the manner in which people around us who are powerful socialize 
us. Those who encounter oppression regularly and deeply, such as people with disabilities, 
become invisible to those experiencing privilege. These individuals develop an awareness of 
existing power differentials by consistently experiencing reminders of the view that they are 
inferior and are not eligible for many opportunities to experience leisure. Consequently, there 
are various barriers encountered when pursuing leisure. Given the extensiveness of these bar-
riers, they appear multiple times in the outer circles on Figure 2.3. As seen in the figure, the 
larger, darker circles located on the outside of the circle represent barriers that enclose the in-
ner circles. The following barriers often inhibit many of us from experiencing leisure, reduc-
ing our ability to be happy and flourish:

• power
• sociological
• psychological
• environmental 

Power Barriers
Often when leisure occurs, we focus on the physical location, psychological feelings, or 

social interactions connected to the experience. What frequently is not readily apparent is that 
power shapes the context of leisure and our perception of the experience. Power is part of ev-
ery encounter and often goes unnoticed in many situations, especially those in which leisure 
is experienced. Power, thus, is central to any aspect of inclusive leisure services. Fundamental 
to all individuals with disabilities, is oppression and marginalization they encounter because 
of power differentials limiting their opportunities to experience leisure. Although we become 
unique individuals through our leisure, leisure also is a way to demonstrate power over indi-
viduals resulting in social control. Leisure connects intimately to demonstrating social class 
and, thus, reflects power differences. The framing of leisure by dominant groups and their cre-
ation of practices and institutions around leisure help perpetuate their dominance. If power 
creates favorable opportunities for leisure, then, we attain power-to or power-with concerning 
access of associated goods and experiences. Unfortunately, power can have a negative and 
destructive influence over our opportunities to experience leisure; thus, our access to leisure 
opportunities is restricted or negated.
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Sociological Barriers
Throughout the world, people with disabilities have been marginalized, are not fully ac-

cepted, and are discriminated against by those sharing mainstream cultural perspectives and 
power. Unfortunately, social barriers based on negative attitudes and ignorance of members 
of a community toward people encountering systematic marginalization create barriers to 
leisure or deprive individuals of support. Often, we identify negative attitudes about people 
with disabilities as ableism. For example, Clara Berridge and Marty Martinson (2018) state, 

We define ableism as discrimination and prejudice against people with disabilities, 
based on assumptions of inferiority, abnormality, or diminished humanity, rather 
than understanding disability as a dimension of difference or another way for a body 
and mind to be. (p. 84)

Psychological Barriers
At times, negative social encounters, in addition to other challenges, result in psychologi-

cal reactions that create barriers to leisure. 

• We are less motivated when we are in controlling, unresponsive, and negative 
situations (Xing et al., 2017). 

• When we find a mismatch between our skills and the challenge of activities, 
we experience boredom as the challenge becomes too low or we become 
anxious when the challenge is too high (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014).  

• When we encounter environments not responsive to us, we may perceive we 
are helpless (Seligman, 1975). 

• When freedom is limited, we react by engaging in negative behaviors trying to
regain choices (Brehm, 1966).

Figure 2.3 
Barriers to Achieving the Goal and Principles of Inclusive Leisure  
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Understanding why people with disabilities do what they do, or why they do not do what 
we do, is an important element in becoming aware of psychological barriers to leisure.

Environmental Barriers
Many people with disabilities encounter environmental barriers. These environmental 

barriers create obstructions to move within communities and reduce the ability to participate 
in leisure pursuits. Such barriers occur in natural environments in the form of ecological ob-
structions as well as via human constructed architectural barriers.

What Are Techniques We Use to Facilitate Leisure?
There are various facilitation techniques we can use to help reduce barriers to leisure and 

create opportunities for participants to experience leisure. Some strategies specifically pro-
mote social engagement by focusing on ways to enhance and improve attitudes, use sensitive 
terminology, and encourage positive contact with and between participants, including those 
with disabilities. To help address psychological barriers, we enhance participants’ self-deter-
mination and provide leisure education. In addition, we alleviate physical barriers by applying 
principles of universal design and making adaptations to activities, materials, the environ-
ment, and ways we teach, as well as providing necessary supports for participants. Figure 2.4, 
which includes a complete illustration of the service model for inclusive leisure services for 
people with disabilities, portrays these starred facilitation techniques in the outside of the 
model working to break through the identified barriers. Arrows moving through the barriers 
toward the inner circles highlight that facilitation techniques help permeate barriers; thus, 
encouraging people to experience leisure. 

Figure 2.4
Service Model for Inclusive Leisure for People with Disabilities
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Enhance Our Attitudes: If You Build Competence, Inclusion 
Will Come

When we demonstrate achievement and effectiveness as successful service providers, we 
are likely to be motivated to address challenges we encounter. Based on connections between 
being professionally competent and positive attitudes, we work with current and future pro-
fessionals to instill within them a belief they can effectively include all community members 
into services they provide. Attitudes toward people with disabilities improve if we receive 
educational opportunities. We learn when we attend presentations, engage in discussions, 
read, watch videos with positive images of diverse people, examine our attitudes, consider 
ways to enhance our attitudes, and participate in vicarious experiences. 

Improve Community Members’ Attitudes: When We Share 
Leisure, We Bond

There is value in creating contexts and situations that provide people with positive expo-
sure to diverse individuals. We deliver services in which people come together to participate 
in recreation activities to have fun or become satisfied. Leisure is an ideal context for us to 
develop positive attitudes toward one another. As participants engage in recreation activities 
side-by-side, we structure such programs to promote positive interactions. 

Gordon Allport (1954; 1979) used contact theory to explain under certain condi-
tions interpersonal contact effectively reduces prejudice and discrimination and 
creates positive interactions. The conditions include having equal status, sharing 
common goals, being interdependent, and receiving support for authority figures.

Use Inclusive Terms: If We Do Not Know What to Say—Just Ask
Advances in technology, education, and legislation are creating opportunities for many 

of us; however, language persists in creating barriers. We demonstrate inclusion through the 
services we provide and through the words we use as we try connecting with others. Words 
can demonstrate respect for each person and help contribute to our sense of dignity. In us-
ing inclusive terms, we focus on people’s similarities, consider the person first, emphasize 
each person’s abilities, communicate respect for each person, and consider the perspective of 
privilege. Specifically related to focusing on the person first, in his book, Uniquely Human: 
A Different Way of Seeing Autism, Barry Prizant (2015), used his experience working with 
parents and youth with autism spectrum disorder and provided the following description:

I have chosen to employ what is known as person-first language. Instead of referring 
to “an autistic person” or “an autistic”—which makes autism a person’s defining qual-
ity—I generally use the phrases such as “person with autism,” “child who has autism,” 
or “adult on the autism spectrum”. . . While these are my preferences, they are not ide-
al from all perspectives. This choice of language can makes for sometimes awkward 
and cumbersome prose, so allow me to apologize in advance of that. I am also aware 
that others, in particular some adults with autism, prefer the label “autistic,” feeling 
that autism indeed a defining characteristic and is essential to their identity and the 
person-first language implies that autism is inherently bad. (p. ix)
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Nurture Positive Contact: Facilitate, So We Participate and 
Cooperate 

To facilitate positive social interactions, we structure experiences to facilitate proximity, 
foster familiarity, and promote interdependence. We increase occasions for people to partici-
pate as we divide participants into small groups, provide small areas for participation, partner 
people with similar interests, and make accommodations for everyone. By creating programs 
where participants cooperate in small groups, share, and help each other, we encourage them 
to become interdependent. 

Encourage Self-Determination: It is Synergistic with Leisure
Contexts conducive for leisure often help instill self-determination and as people with 

disabilities become more self-determined, they are more likely to experience leisure. When 
we become self-determined, we meet our needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 
Ways to promote self-determination include increasing autonomy by providing opportunities 
for choice, promoting communication, and responding to participants’ expressed preferences. 
Another way is to promote competence by fostering active participation and encouraging em-
powerment. To achieve relatedness, we provide social support and foster social engagement. 

Provide Leisure Education: Learning Opens Doors
Leisure education is a multifaceted, dynamic process promoting exploration of perspec-

tives and providing opportunities to develop positivity and savoring that are conducive to 
flow, arousal, and leisure. Leisure education includes stimulating self-awareness, promoting 
acquisition of leisure knowledge, and encouraging skill development. Through leisure educa-
tion, we work to enhance self-determination that is influenced by family members, educators, 
leisure service providers, and neighbors. We deliver leisure education to diverse audiences 
in various venues across the world. We do this for the purpose of facilitating the interrelated 
positive experiences of leisure, happiness, and flourishing. 

Implement Universal Design: Let Us In 
When we implement principles of universal design, we create inclusive services and en-

vironments combining various design concepts, including accessibility, to make products, en-
vironments, and services available and usable to all people so they have a range of meaningful 
options. Professionals at the Center for Universal Design identified principles of universal de-
sign to help designers, consumers, and service providers evaluate and guide service delivery 
and environmental design. We apply universal design principles during all stages of building, 
purchasing, and programming. Therefore, we consider these principles during facility and 
program design and equipment procurement, construction and equipment installation, ser-
vice provision, equipment or building maintenance, and service evaluation. 

Make Adaptations: Everyone Participates 
Making adaptations involves changing materials, activities, the environment, partici-

pants, and instructional strategies. We make these accommodations so all participants en-
gage in enjoyable activities and pursue leisure. These efforts occur with assistance from par-
ticipants, families, colleagues, advocates, and experts. We adapt materials by changing size, 
speed, weight, stabilization, and durability, while always considering safety. We also modify 
recreation activities and adapt environments to make them conducive for leisure experiences. 
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In addition, we adapt participation areas. We also provide supportive aids, teach skills to 
participants, and modify instructional strategies to meet their needs, such as changing objec-
tives, instructional steps, and amount of practice. When we believe all people deserve to be 
included and we do what it takes to make it happen, inclusion becomes a reality.

Final Thoughts

Be an Ally and an Advocate for Equity and Leisure: We Are 
Naïve Allies, Privileged Yet Aware of Oppression 

In recent years, disabled persons have advocated for their participation in the social 
and economic development of their communities and nations . . . meaningful partici-
pation is only possible through the enjoyment of equal access to public services, edu-
cation, employment and recreation—all according to disabled people’s own choices 
and abilities (p. 49). Advocacy involves the practical use of knowledge for purposes 
of social change, largely, but not exclusively, by directing this at decision makers. 
(Malinga & Gumboo, 2016, p. 54) 

Advocacy involves committing to a cause such as inclusion and trying to eliminate pat-
terns of injustice by speaking on behalf of someone or a group. Being an ally includes rec-
ognizing unearned privilege we receive from society’s patterns of injustice and acting with 
people with disabilities by taking responsibility for changing these problematic social patterns 
and speaking with as well as standing beside people encountering injustice. The difference 
between being an ally and an advocate is that, as an ally, we stand with and beside someone 
or a group, as an advocate we speak for someone or a group. We must act responsibly and be 
an advocate or ally to people with disabilities. To prepare for being an advocate and an ally, 
we listen to people, inform ourselves, and set goals to change policies, opportunities, and at-
titudes to promote justice. We become allies and advocates by being ethical and presenting 
information clearly, tactfully, and honestly. To act ethically, we develop an awareness of our 
beliefs, attitudes, intentions, and behaviors, establish convictions, increase our competence in 
behaving ethically, develop our character, demonstrate courage to act in an ethical manner, 
and trust in our abilities to choose right from wrong. We evaluate our efforts by analyzing 
information we present, examining the process conveying content, and identifying successful 
attempts at advocacy and being an ally.

Although there is tremendous potential for leisure to enhance the lives of all individuals, 
many people with disabilities do not fully realize this potential. One solution is to become 
educated about ways to promote inclusive leisure services. The broad issue of human rights 
is concerned with reconfiguring how society views people with disabilities and people with 
other characteristics that result in marginalization and oppression by recognizing these in-
dividuals foremost as human beings. These fellow human beings have legal and moral rights 
and responsibilities the same as those of us who experience privilege on a regular basis. We 
can apply sentiments of Barry Prizant (2015) to including people with disabilities into leisure 
services since it is our responsibility to work with individuals, their families, friends, and 
members of the community to:

transform their desperation into hope, to replace anxiety with knowledge, to turn 
self-doubt into confidence and comfort, and to help them see as possible what they 
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thought was impossible . . . helping them to reframe their experience of the condi-
tion, and in turn build healthier, fuller lives. (p. 3)

Discussion Questions
1. What is the value of considering multiple characteristics to address the diverse 

needs of people with disabilities?
2. What is the meaning of the phrase “Nothing about us without us”?
3. How do happiness and flourishing relate to leisure?
4. What are ethics, and how do they relate to delivering leisure that is inclusive of 

people with disabilities?
5. How do we promote equity?
6. What is the relevance of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights to providing 

inclusive leisure services?
7. What is the meaning of inclusion?
8. What is the relevance of social justice to including people with disabilities into 

leisure services?
9. How is healthy aging associated with the inclusion of people with disabilities?
10. What are techniques we use to facilitate leisure for people with disabilities?
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Chapter 3

Facilitate Inclusion 
of People with 
Disabilities

Eddie wants to travel in space.

Eddie Ndopu obtained his master’s degree in public policy from Oxford, 
and in 2020, the United Nations chose him to be a global ambassador to 
achieve its Sustainable Development Goals. Eddie stated, “Leaving no one 
behind means giving way for the most vulnerable segments of society to 
move from the back of the line to the front, so they can lead.” He is a young 
man who is black and gay, and received a diagnosis of spinal muscular atro-
phy at age two. As a result, he is well aware of the impact of intersectional-
ity. Intersectionality identifies oppression related to our various characteristics 
including, but not limited to, social class, religion, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
ability, sex, and age, work together with the combination differentially influ-
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encing our power resulting in promotion of powerlessness and social inequal-
ity. Intersectionality describes overlapping social identities and associated 
oppression, marginalization, and domination that, for example, recognizes 
how sexism intersects with racism intersects with religious intolerance inter-
sects with homophobia and, as a result, multiplies chances of discrimination 
and violence. Eddie stated he aspires to be a space traveler, “I defied the 
odds and challenges that faced me at birth,” he says, “and now it’s time to 
defy gravity. I want to use zero G as a stage. If I have five minutes to talk to 
the world, what would I say to capture humanity’s attention? I want to be-
come the first disabled person in space.” (Kluger, 2020, p. 65)

Introduction
At the heart of the rights of people with disabilities across the globe is inclusion and the 

associated delivery of inclusive services. Hersh and Elley (2019) noted:

Inclusive practice is central to the disability rights agenda worldwide. . . Developing 
successful inclusionary practice is a long process that requires commitment, involve-
ment, and further research (p. 15).

Unfortunately, throughout history people with disabilities have struggled to gain the 
rights and access to community contexts. Neil Genzlinger (2020) reports:

For as long as there have been people with disabilities, the able-bodied world has 
made it clear to them, in ways subtle and not-at-all subtle, that it prefers them to be 
unseen, except for the occasional feel-good photo op, and that it definitely prefers 
them to be unheard. (p. 11)

Therefore, we are responsible for creating socially inclusive environments so people of 
varying abilities, ethnicities, languages, and resources, to name a few, can reap benefits of 
leisure and share in these experiences. To achieve this goal, we go beyond focusing strictly 
on the average person and work to accommodate people with disabilities who often exist on 
the fringes of our communities and frequently have limited leisure opportunities because of 
acts promoting their marginalization. There are benefits of leisure participation that relate to 
social inclusion. 

Based on a systematic literature review, Merrells et al. (2017) concluded that par-
ticipation in recreation programs facilitates positive outcomes for people with 
disabilities associated with social inclusion. These positive outcomes include en-
hanced well-being, quality of life, independence, and community attitudes.

Consequently, we accommodate participant differences so leisure services are inclusive, 
especially for individuals encountering difficulty accessing services, such as individuals with 
disabilities. We expect inclusive services, personnel, and agencies to meet the needs of diverse 
participants who vary relative to backgrounds and cultures, life experiences, and character-
istics that can enrich and limit a person. To achieve this goal, we work collectively with all 
members of our communities to improve opportunities and attitudes toward people with 
disabilities, since prospects are limited and many attitudes remain negative. Author of Being 
Heumann: An Unrepentant Memoir of a Disability Rights Activist, Judy Heumann (2020) states:
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The way society thinks about disability needs to evolve, as too many people view dis-
ability as something to loathe and fear. By changing this mentality, by recognizing 
how disabled people enrich our communities, we can be empowered to make sure 
disabled people are included.(p. 9)

A stated previously, inclusive leisure services involve making accommodations to ad-
dress unique needs of specific people so they participate, learn, acquire skills, and feel con-
fident, and consists of considering the unique needs of individuals to help create welcom-
ing contexts in which all participants have fun, make choices, realize their conception of 
the good, and contribute to creating inclusive situations. When we provide inclusive leisure 
services we offer necessary support and flexibility to create opportunities for people having 
diverse backgrounds, cultures, life experiences, as well as innate and acquired characteristics, 
to have choices on ways to experience leisure which contribute to their overall happiness and 
ability to flourish. Inclusive communities provide a context in which everyone belongs and 
has a chance to experience leisure on their own terms in ways that are personally meaningful 
and fulfilling. Research has begun to identify practices and principles that professionals might 
follow to promote inclusion of all participants in leisure experiences. 

Andrews et al. (2015) conducted a systematic review of community integration
interventions for individuals with disabilities and concluded there is a need to de-
velop programs in which staff facilitate friendships across diverse peers, consider 
participants’ activity preferences, and accommodate their varying abilities.

This chapter contains information designed to answer the following questions:
• What are patterns in leisure service delivery?
• What are recommendations for inclusive leisure services for people with disabilities?
• What are some programming resources?

What Are Patterns in Leisure Service Delivery?
Historically, there has been oppression within the context of leisure that underscores the 

importance of challenging injustice and providing inclusive leisure services. Despite numer-
ous benefits participants gain from leisure experiences, many community agencies continue 
to provide services that are unwelcoming, segregated, and inaccessible to people with dis-
abilities. 

• Lenneis and Agergaard (2018) concluded that gender, sexuality, ethnicity, re-
ligion, and nation intersect in restrictive policies that involve forms of injustice, 
such as oppression, marginalization, and segregation.

• Exemplifying this trend, community members with disabilities interviewed by 
Hall (2017) reported primarily participating in segregated recreation activities. 

• Schleien et al. (2013) described people with disabilities reporting other people 
ignored and patronized them; they rarely felt welcomed to join community 
leisure services of their choice as active members.

Various conditions influence a lack of inclusive services for people with disabilities. 
Agencies offering community leisure programs differ substantially regarding types of partici-
pants, organizational commitment, and sense of responsibility to be inclusive. In addition, 
agencies vary according to the resources they have to accommodate diverse participants and 
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administrative support. Negative attitudes toward individuals who differ in various ways from 
people in authority contribute to an unwillingness of some service providers to be inclusive. 
In other cases, service providers may not feel equipped to promote inclusion. 

• Fulthorp and D’Eloia (2015) found inclusion skills and attitudes, such as open-
ness to serving all members of the community, are some of the most desired 
competencies of municipal recreation staff.

• Anderson and Heyne (2000) concluded that service providers lack awareness, 
acceptance, and information about inclusive leisure, and they need assis-
tance facilitating social inclusion.

What are Recommendations for Inclusive Leisure Services for 
People with Disabilities?

Following principles to guide inclusive recreation plans at a national level, Pegg and col-
leagues (2000; 2003) identified critical issues for global action resulting in inclusive leisure 
services. With these writings as a basis, colleagues and I worked on a large initiative to identify 
effective practices in inclusive leisure programs. We then developed an accreditation process 
based on standards and criteria reflecting evidence-based practices to assess inclusive leisure 
services. We worked to extend research that included interviews with recreation professionals 
about issues and barriers to leisure for citizens who encounter oppression and marginaliza-
tion. Our study focused on interviewing professionals who identified valued practices that 
address such barriers and promote inclusion. The National Inclusion Project sponsored and 
participated in our research. We provided a detailed description of our research methods and 
findings in the Journal of Park and Recreation Administration (Dattilo et al., 2019). Based on 
results from our research, it is clear all of us can learn and benefit from listening to researchers 
and practitioners with expertise in inclusive leisure services. In a related article by Siperstein 
and colleagues (2019), we analyzed data and presented results specific to inclusive camp set-
tings. Some examples and suggestions made by discussants were specific to camp and after-
school programs involving structured programs offered by community agencies. 

Since leisure encompasses a broad range of experiences, valued practices highlighted by 
discussants also apply to more unstructured leisure situations such as going to fitness centers 
or bowling allies. This section of the chapter contains results relevant to a range of leisure 
services. Specifically, we wanted to understand perceptions of programming considerations 
in promoting various types of inclusive leisure services. We designed this study to respond 
to recommendations by Allison and Hibbler (2004) about the importance of engaging in sys-
tematic leisure service analysis and research to overcome organizational behaviors resistant 
to inclusion. Such efforts identify challenges and provide recommendations for how we create 
truly inclusive leisure services. Focus group respondents were eight members of the accredi-
tation development team. All participants have expertise associated with inclusion of people 
with disabilities. The following lead request drove the discussion: Please describe services you 
consider best practices for inclusive leisure services. The 3-hour focus group was audio-recorded 
and transcribed. Based on our analysis, we recognized patterns in and relationships between 
concepts as we identified seven themes: 

• participation
• social connections
• enjoyment
• choice
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• competence
• social responsibility
• learning

The first two themes of participation and social connections are primary themes because 
of the extensiveness of examples and emphasis discussants placed on them. Each theme con-
tains actions leisure service providers could, and do, take to facilitate inclusion as well as iden-
tification of desired outcomes of inclusion for participants. Findings of this study are associ-
ated with views of these participants. Consequently, there is a need to continue this dialogue 
adding numerous other voices to consider when identifying helpful practices.

Participation
The topic that discussants spent the most time deliberating on and were most passionate 

about was the importance of all individuals’ active leisure participation. They consistently 
identified benefits of participation in community leisure experiences and explained that in-
dividuals should have opportunities to participate actively in equitable and enjoyable leisure 
experiences. To facilitate this level of engagement, discussants highlighted the need to ac-
commodate people’s diverse skill levels and make adaptations to promote their inclusion (see 
Figure 3.1). Although participation is a typical goal of recreation agencies, in describing par-
ticipation, discussants identified the need to remove barriers for people currently not includ-
ed. Such sentiments are consistent with the National Recreation and Park Association (2018) 
Parks for Inclusion initiative emphasizing equitable participation.

Figure 3.1
Make Adaptations and Accommodations to Facilitate Participant Active Participation 

Adapt and 
Accommodate

Active  
Participation

Social Connections
Discussants continuously described the key aspect of inclusion to be social. They identi-

fied the importance of participants developing meaningful relationships such as friendships 
and connections with peers. To achieve this outcome, they advocated fostering social connec-
tions among all participants regardless of their characteristics (see Figure 3.2). One discus-
sant talked about the value of giving diverse participants opportunities and space to engage 
in spontaneous interactions. Though social connections are widely valued, there is a need to 
develop concerted efforts to create opportunities for many participants with disabilities who 
experience isolation, to make social connections. 

Miller et al. (2009) observed participants with disabilities benefit socially from inclu-
sive experiences by making friends, building interdependence, learning similari-
ties, developing interpersonal skills, and accepting others.
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Another way to move beyond simply offering activities, is to promote positive social 
interactions by using a buddy system that creates activity partners of varying abilities. By 
recruiting peers to be supportive, we increase all participants’ social skills, encourage peer 
relationships, and reduce the need for one-on-one supports. We promote social connections 
as we facilitate positive social interactions among participants during structured and unstruc-
tured activities. We do this by encouraging participants to help each other, suggesting they 
share equipment and materials, helping to initiate conversations among them, and inspiring 
them to engage collaboratively in recreation activities and share leisure experiences. 

Kaboski et al. (2015) found that purposeful promotion of social interactions for in-
dividuals with disabilities reduces social anxiety and results in participants valuing 
each other.

Figure 3.2 
Foster Connections to Encourage Participants to Develop Relationships

Foster  
Connections

Develop 
Relationships

Enjoyment
Another aspect of inclusive leisure services identified by discussants is the importance of 

participants experiencing positive emotions, such as enjoyment while engaging in activities. 
Enjoyment is the feeling we derive from investing attention in intrinsically motivating action 
patterns. The activity is often so compelling that we become deeply absorbed in it and we lose 
consciousness of self and awareness of time. As leisure service providers, we try to create op-
portunities for participants with disabilities to experience enjoyment. Whatever additional 
benefits enjoyment may bring, it is, in and of itself, a major reason for providing leisure ser-
vices. Many consider enjoyment as the optimal experience that we pursue. Establishing en-
vironments conducive to flow and teaching participants to generate optimal experiences are 
especially important. When we create conditions that are conducive to concentration, effort, 
and a sense of control, promote competence, foster freedom of choice, and encourage expres-
sion of preference, we create an environment conducive for enjoyment.

One way to facilitate enjoyment is to create options for individuals to encourage feel-
ings of empowerment (see Figure 3.3). To illustrate, a discussant noted that it is helpful if all 
participants understand they are very diverse, yet they are all attending a program to enjoy 
themselves. Another discussant suggested that a critical element of inclusion is having diverse 
participants. To promote such positive emotions, they identified the value of creating activi-
ties for participants to enjoy. 

Positive experiences of fun, challenge, independence, and achievement of peo-
ple with disabilities correlate with opportunities for making choices between and 
within leisure (Kanagasabai et al., 2018).
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Figure 3.3 
Create Options to Increase Opportunities for Participants to Experience Enjoyment
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Options
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Choice
A fundamental aspect of leisure engagement identified by discussants was that partici-

pants feel free to make choices. The conversation about choice extended beyond choice within 
and between activities as discussants often mentioned the importance of each participant, 
regardless of characteristics, choosing with whom to participate. Discussants explained it is 
valuable for all of us to encourage participants to be as autonomous as possible (see Figure 
3.4). A discussant identified the importance of accommodating participants with various 
interests and abilities. A way to increase the chance participants enjoy services, is to offer 
choices among different activities. In addition, we can offer choices during activities, such as 
between different equipment, materials, locations, and partners or group members. Though 
choice is an important goal for any recreation program, discussants recognized that numer-
ous people who experience oppression often do not receive such choices. 

Spracklen (2015) clarifies choice connected to leisure is influenced by class, gen-
der, nationality, sexuality, and race influenced by histories of domination and con-
trol resulting in certain individuals having choices restricted.

Figure 3.4 
Inspire Autonomy so Participants have Opportunities to Make Meaningful Choices
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Autonomy
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Competence
Building on discussion of autonomy, discussants explained that in addition to partici-

pants feeling free to make choices, there is value in them having confidence in their skills 
and understanding ways to take advantage of their choices. A discussant identified the need 
to focus on developing competence especially for participants who are less skilled. A sense 
of competence is having the ability or skill to successfully perform a task or do something 
that is determined to be proficient by comparing the behavior to a standard of performance. 
Discussants concluded that to facilitate engagement in leisure, we should help instill in all 
participants a sense of competence so that each person says, I can do this (see Figure 3.5). 
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Representing the importance of instilling a sense of competence in promoting inclusion, a 
discussant identified the value of developing in all participants’ social competence, regardless 
of their situation.

A responsive and informational environment reacts to our initiatives, provides informa-
tion about our competence, and encourages further action. It fosters intrinsic motivation and 
internal causality, resulting in a sense of competence. Events involving choice and positive 
feedback provide us with information, thereby enhancing our performance and increasing 
our perceptions of competence. By creating environments that are option-rich, responsive, 
and informative, we increase the likelihood of participants developing a sense of competence. 
A sense of competence is consistent with enjoyment. We often use the word enjoyment to 
mean “fun,” but enjoyment reflects considerable psychological involvement as well. The re-
search of Csikszentmihalyi and others shows that concentration, effort, and a sense of con-
trol and competence are critical aspects of the experience of enjoyment. Perceiving we are 
competent is important for us to be able to experience leisure because it results in feelings of 
personal control. Participation in activities in which we perceive we are competent is impor-
tant for us to consider when planning services. We perceive psychological comfort when we 
compare our performance to standards adopted internally and feel satisfied with our perfor-
mance. This comfort is important because it allows the option that we use a criterion other 
than social comparison to judge our competence. When we perceive we are competent in 
many available activities, we are well positioned to experience leisure.

Figure 3.5 
Instill a Sense of Competence Encouraging Participants to Feel Confident

Instill  
Competence

Feel  
Confident

Social Responsibility
The theme of social justice also emerged as discussants emphasized the significance of 

engaging in virtuous behaviors consistent with inclusion. They highlighted the importance 
of everyone within the leisure context including participants, service providers, family mem-
bers, administrators, and volunteers being responsible for contributing to the inclusive na-
ture of a program. Consequently, they communicated that goals established for participants 
should include demonstrating ethical, helpful, accepting, and respectful actions. To encour-
age such positive behaviors, discussants suggested service providers model socially respon-
sible behaviors and promote and reward participants’ social responsibility (see Figure 3.6). 
One discussant identified the value of teaching participants how to be socially responsible 
and to promote inclusion. Another discussant identified the importance of working with staff 
to plan and recognize when actions indicative of social responsibility occur so that we pro-
vide inclusive leisure services. Social responsibility is critical to inclusion because it connects 
service providers who model behaviors that promote inclusion and reward participants for 
helping others. In this way, we create programs and environments that encourages social 
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responsibility, in which everyone becomes an agent for, and contributor to, conditions that 
foster inclusion.  

Figure 3.6 
Model and Reward Acts Demonstrating Social Responsibility Inspiring Participants to be 

Socially Responsible

Model and  
Reward

Be Socially 
Responsible

Learning
Discussants reported that leisure is ideal for participants to learn and grow because it of-

fers enjoyable and meaningful opportunities facilitating connections with others who differ 
from them in some way and instills competence. Discussants associated learning with skill 
development and identified skills that participants might learn that are indicative of an inclu-
sive context. To achieve the goal of learning, discussants encouraged us to provide all partici-
pants with various opportunities to increase knowledge and practice skills (see Figure 3.7). 

Figure 3.7 
Teach Participants Knowledge and Skills that Help Them to Experience Leisure
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What Are Some Programming Resources?
Some existing models and training programs offer guidance for inclusive leisure services. 

Some provide suggestion specifically to camp personnel who are including youth with dis-
abilities. Others present a framework for educating service providers to develop inclusive 
services for all participants regardless of characteristics. Finally, some provide resources to 
help agency personal develop inclusive leisure services.

• Since the National Recreation and Park Association (2020) works to ensure all 
people access benefits of local parks and recreation, they developed a for-
mal commitment to the Partnership for Inclusive Health’s Commit to Inclusion 
identified as Parks for Inclusion. Parks for Inclusion provides resources such as 
an inclusion policy template, toolkits, assessments, online tools, and case stud-
ies supporting development of inclusive services.
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• An Education Model to Promote Inclusive Leisure Services highlights strategies 
designed to reduce or eliminate social, psychological, and physical barriers to 
experiencing inclusive leisure (Dattilo, 2018; 2021).

• A multilevel analytic framework lists inclusive behaviors, organizational poli-
cies, and practices of workplace diversity (Ferdman, 2014; Ferdman & Deane, 
2014).  

• The Special Needs Inclusion Project Interagency Council (2010) developed 
The Inclusion Tool Kit for After School Programs containing practical strategies 
to create a nurturing and welcoming environment for all children. The Kit is or-
ganized around inclusion standards that provide a set of criteria for effective 
inclusion to educate the community about high-quality inclusion services and 
ways such quality can be achieved.

• The Let’s ALL Play training program (Siperstein et al., 2009) emphasizes three
components: (a) implement or expand inclusive services; (b) provide activities 
demonstrating all can play; and (c) use staff training emphasizing inclusion, 
connecting, making respectful accommodations, and managing challenges. 

• The C.A.M.P. model (Roswal et al., 1997) suggests: ask campers what accom-
modations they need, discuss minimum participation qualifications, and get
all campers involved by exploring ways to adapt, have a positive attitude,
and modify programs when needed and do not assume people are unable 
to participate.

Final Thoughts: Think Universally
Much research on inclusive leisure services examines unique needs of specific groups, 

such as people who have disabilities, are immigrants, are older, live in poverty, are homeless, 
and are members of LGBTQ+ community, as well as those members of a religion, ethnic 
group, or race not embraced by the dominant culture. 

Actions addressing distinct needs of people with certain characteristics are useful, 
such as creating times when a swimming pool is available exclusively for girls and 
women to be respectful of religious beliefs or providing private and family dressing 
rooms to welcome people who are transgender or require assistance.

There is a need for us to try to understand ways individual members of groups who often 
encounter oppression and discrimination experience leisure, as well as effects of strategies 
designed to assist them in achieving leisure.

• Hutchinson and Fenton (2018) interviewed 10 community mental health coor-
dinators and identified promising practices involving solutions to participation, 
characteristics of welcoming environments, leadership characteristics, and 
program characteristics. 

• Forde and colleagues (2015) interviewed 10 staff and managers at a com-
munity recreation program to identify key organizational practices fostering 
immigrants’ inclusion.

There are limitations to research used as a basis for this chapter; we need further studies 
to include more voices to expand, revise, and support the themes identified in this study and 
the research cited. Considering these limitations, results of our research reflected in Figure 
3.8 primarily encourages us to focus on two primary strategies. First, we make adaptations 
and accommodations to ensure all participants actively engage in equitable and enjoyable 
experiences. Second, we foster social connections by supporting all participants to develop 
meaningful relationships. To facilitate this second strategy, we create opportunities for posi-
tive experiences so participants feel enjoyment, fun, and satisfaction. We also promote au-
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tonomy by providing opportunities for participants to make choices. In addition, we instill a 
sense of competence in participants so they become confident in their skills and understand-
ing. Another consideration is for us to model and reward social responsibility to encourage 
participants to be ethical, helpful, and respectful. Finally, we teach people skills to empower 
them to engage successfully in meaningful and rewarding activities. Through these practices, 
we promote social inclusion by offering a range of services. Ultimately, we develop leisure 
services creating communities that accommodate and embrace all people and their diverse 
needs. 

Using the goal of inclusion of all people as a means to achieve social justice, rather than 
for specific groups, we work to avoid creating knowledge silos by examining commonalities 
across marginalized groups to discover their mutual challenges. Therefore, it is helpful to 
consider inclusion broadly as a human right. 

Hill (2009) promotes inclusion and safety in organizations based on viewing differ-
ence as a human right recognized in all organizational venues; justice, equity, and 
fairness are the focus so inclusion occurs.

Inclusion involves making accommodations to address unique needs of specific people 
so they participate, learn, acquire skills, and feel confident. In addition, inclusion consists of 
creating welcoming contexts in which all participants have fun, make choices, and contribute 
to creating inclusive situations. This broad view of inclusion is consistent with promoting the 
universal design for learning framework focused on creating environments functional for 
the largest number of learners possible. Using the universal design framework and inclusive 
strategies suggested by our discussants, we are prepared to take several actions. We develop 
social, learning, and physical environments that include diverse participants regardless of 
cultural, socioeconomic, and ethnic background as well as gender, ability, or other character-
istics. In this way, everyone engages in leisure together. This book often supports sentiments 
of Judith Gran (2021), an attorney representing people with disabilities working to ensure 
their rights are achieved and discrimination is prevented, when she stated,

The large body of research shows that people with disabilities are better off in every 
way when they receive services in typical homes and neighborhoods. They gain skills, 
they cease maladaptive behavior, they receive more services. They and their families 
are happier. Equally important are the views of people with disabilities themselves, 
who have spoken vividly about the harms of institutionalization and their preference 
for living and working alongside their nondisabled peers. (p. 6)

Discussion Questions
1. What are characteristics of inclusive communities?
2. What patterns exist in providing leisure services for people with disabilities?
3. How can we promote leisure participation for people with disabilities?
4. What are ways to encourage social connections while people pursue leisure?
5. What is the relevance of enjoyment associated with inclusive leisure services?
6. What are ways to provide participants with opportunities to make choices re-

lated to their leisure?
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7. How might we foster a sense of competence in participants with disabilities?
8. What is the relevance of social responsibility in providing inclusive leisure 

services?
9. What are some resources that might assist us in developing inclusive leisure 

services?
10. How does universal design influence leisure service delivery?
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Chapter 4

Use Inclusive 
Language for People 
with Disabilities

Judy loves to learn from others and travel.

Throughout her life, Judy Heumann has experienced discrimination and 
has been breaking barriers to inclusion for people with disabilities. To become 
an activist, she learned much from the U.S. Civil Rights Movement and the 
Women’s Liberation Movement. This learning empowered her to become a 
force for change for people with disabilities promoting educational opportu-
nities and living life within their community involving leisure experiences. Her 
prowess as an educator and activist facilitates her traveling across the globe, 
allowing her to meet many interested and concerned people as well as en-
joy breathtaking experiences and environments. Heumann (2020) states, "The 
way society thinks about disability needs to evolve, as too many people view 
disability as something to loathe or fear. By changing this mentality, by recog-
nizing disabled people enrich our communities, we can all be empowered to 
make sure disabled people are included." (p. 9)
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Introduction
If we are confused and uncomfortable with using words that identify conditions of other 

people, we may use language that ignores and obscures acts of discrimination that reflect 
negative biases. Psycholinguistic Megan Figueroa (2021), who hosts Vocal Fries, a podcast 
examining discriminatory language, states,

I believe linguistic discrimination is this final frontier where even people who would 
consider themselves very progressive are still actively discriminating against people 
linguistically. (p. 7)

Understanding and using inclusive language helps us reflect a degree of understanding 
about the lives of people we serve. This chapter contains suggestions for using language that 
conveys respect and sensitivity to people with disabilities; it is about using words recognizing 
the common humanity of all people. At times, people attack others for encouraging people 
to use words designed to instill a sense of dignity in others. By criticizing efforts to use inclu-
sive language, some people mistakenly obstruct efforts to solve a problem and inadvertently 
shift power to people working to oppress others. Suggestions for using inclusive language in 
this chapter are primarily associated with recommendations by people from the U.S. having 
a Western orientation. Therefore, these suggestions are presented from a perspective not en-
compassing preference of all people across the globe. Bogart and Dunn (2019) identify the 
importance of learning about inclusive language,

The words people use to refer to themselves and to others matter a great deal; par-
ticular words can buoy individuals or cause them to despair. This reality is especially 
true in the case of disability, which observers often treat as an “either/or” proposi-
tion, where one is or is not perceived to be disabled (Dunn, 2015). Such a categoriza-
tion essentializes disability by giving it precedence over all other qualities (positive or 
negative) a person may possess. (p. 653)

One challenge associated with composing a book promoting inclusive leisure services 
is that when we communicate, there is a need to identify people, and thereby, label them. 
Labelling occurs to provide examples as well as to identify unique challenges some people en-
counter. Labelling people is problematic, since by labelling someone we establish a dichotomy 
of them and us. Suggestions in this chapter are consistent with the Publication Manual of the 
American Psychological Association (American Psychological Association, 2020). The infor-
mation is one perspective of inclusive language, and when in doubt, ask individuals what they 
prefer. Although Inclusive Leisure Services (2021) contains a broad discussion of use of sensi-
tive terms for numerous individuals and groups experiencing oppression and marginaliza-
tion, this chapter focuses specifically on using inclusive language for people with disabilities. 
The chapter attempts to answer these questions: 

• How do we focus on similarities?
• How do we consider both the individual and their identity?
• How do we emphasize each person’s abilities? 
• How do we communicate respect?
• How do we use inclusive language consistently?
• How do we remain current with our inclusive language?
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• How do we consider perspectives of people with disabilities?
• How do we promote use of inclusive language?

How Do We Focus on Similarities? 
Focusing on a person’s uniqueness is a positive way to view the individual; however, an 

emphasis on difference might become so pervasive that we ignore our similarities. Failure to 
recognize all individuals have the same basic needs results in setting people apart from one 
another and creating barriers to interpersonal relationships. Typically, it is easier to interact 
with another person if we initially concentrate on similarities we share with this person as op-
posed to differences. Using language that focuses on similarities between people encourages 
development of a sense of togetherness reflected by words such as we or us as opposed to you 
or them. 

When the word special is used, the attention of listeners focuses on differences rather than 
on similarities. When we experience a disability, we express a desire for other people to treat 
us with the same respect as any person and tend to prefer people not to identify us as special 
in relation to a particular characteristic, such as our disability. When we identify people as 
special because they have a characteristic that is different, such as being the lone adult who 
uses a wheelchair in a billiards tournament, this might create problems. The implication may 
be their difference limits them or is something unusual separating them from most partici-
pants.  When this generalization is accepted, people tend to lower their expectations of these 
individuals and even segregate them. In these cases, use of the term special denotes distinctly 
different, and not necessarily better or positive. Melissa Marshall (2002) clarified,

The truth is that people with disabilities do not have special needs. They have the 
same needs as everyone else. It is just that we might need an accessible environment 
or services to have our not-so-special basic human needs met. (p. 33)

As we identify with others because of a similarity, we tend to think favorably about oth-
ers because of a common bond associated with a shared connection. However, concentrating 
primarily or only on differences between people may result in stigmatization that perpetu-
ates stereotypes and prejudice manifested in discriminatory behaviors. When using language 
to describe people with disabilities, we should only label those individuals when it is clearly 
necessary. 

Sinead educates her staff about the needs of Anthony, who is participating in a 
program, by saying, “It may be helpful to provide modeling, demonstration, and 
perhaps physical guidance for Anthony, because he may have some difficulty fol-
lowing directions.”

Making small changes in how we discuss particular individuals by focusing on our simi-
larities guides us to a more humane approach to providing services to a diverse clientele. 

When discussing elders with dementia, we might be less distressed if we see de-
mentia not just as a loss of self, but also as a change similar to changes in other life 
stages. In this way, we nurture a capacity to feel interdependence and solidarity 
with those who have dementia rather than designating them as a diseased, stig-
matized other labelled as having Alzheimer’s (George, 2010).
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Using negative, isolating labels results in people with disabilities experiencing oppression 
imposed on them from the dominant society. Similarly, when we adjust our language to be 
inclusive by emphasizing commonalities, we tend to reduce the experience of oppression in 
our society. We attach power to labels of people and groups; we can change these labels to 
reclaim power and reduce discrimination. 

There was an overwhelming loss of dignity experienced by an adult labelled as au-
tistic because of ignorance, insensitivity, and presumed social and cultural norms 
at a community pool (Goodwin et al., 2014).

It is useful if we mention differences only when relevant. We avoid mentioning having a 
disability unless it is relevant to the situation.

How Do We Consider Both the Individual and Their Identity?
We focus on the individual and their identity first when we determine the skills and needs 

of those we serve. Focusing on the person and their associated identity extends beyond the 
services we provide to the language we use. If it is necessary to use a label to identify an indi-
vidual, it is helpful to emphasize the person’s humanness. We achieve this by avoiding use of 
words that stigmatize and stereotype people with disabilities who have various other charac-
teristics and abilities that influence their humanness, such as a sense of humor and honesty, 
being gay, Jewish, or currently living in poverty. 

Different people have different perceptions and, therefore, prefer different ways for peo-
ple to refer to them. Since our goal in providing leisure services is to create a welcoming 
environment in which people feel comfortable, included, and respected, we listen closely to 
people as they identify preferred ways and words in which they would like people to refer to 
them. Sometimes these preferences are contradictory to preferences of others and, therefore, 
the task to demonstrate respect with language we use becomes challenging. The challenge is 
surmountable, results of which can make the difference between an unsuccessful program 
and one that is inclusive.  

One way to demonstrate respect for individuals is by using people-first language. 
People-first language describes a person’s condition, not what a person is, and prioritizes the 
person ahead of that condition. The phrase the disabled kids results in some people perceiving 
the speaker to be demonstrating a lack of respect. Instead, some people consider the phrase, 
children with disabilities, to be respectful. Another way to focus on the individual is to avoid 
labeling people into groups such as the amputees; rather, we use people-first phrases such as a 
person with an amputation. 

Bury et al. (2020) surveyed almost 200 Australian adults with a diagnosis of autism; 
participants ranked autism terms for preference. They rated person on the autism 
spectrum, autistic, and autistic person most preferred and least offensive, with per-
son on the autism spectrum as most preferred.

By placing the person first, we communicate that although a person has a particular char-
acteristic, such as being short of stature, this characteristic is not the defining feature, but 
rather only one of many of a person’s attributes. Humans are complex, and a person’s sense 
of identity forms through a combination of many conditions, characteristics, interests, and 
beliefs. 

The caption for an Internet video reads: This video of Tiger Woods playing golf 
with a disabled child is the cutest thing you’ll see today. Applying people-first lan-
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guage, the caption more respectfully reads, This video of a young boy playing golf 
with Tiger Woods is inspiring.

To promote inclusion, we focus on similarities and accept differences. When we see dif-
ferences as secondary to the overall humanity of the person and focus on the person first, we 
communicate an openness to the person and an increased optimism for the person’s future. 
When addressing nurse practitioners, Stacy Carroll (2019) commented:

Person-first language is typically advocated so the person is not labeled by diagnosis, 
instead of saying the asthmatic, the diabetic, the disabled, or the schizophrenic, using 
terms that put the person first place the focus on the individual rather than the dis-
ease or condition. A person with asthma, a person with diabetes, a person with a dis-
ability, and a person with schizophrenia are preferable and more humanizing terms. 
Scientific journals typically require person-first language, as do style guides (p. 228). 
Person without a disability and person with a disability would constitute equivalent 
terminology. When person-first language is used, it should be used for everyone, 
vulnerable or not. Only then is terminology applied to a level playing field. (p. 230)

When we choose words to describe people, we do not ignore individual characteristics 
such as having a visual impairment; however, such a characteristic is but one aspect of a 
unique individual. According to Giacomo Vivanti (2019):

Person-first language (i.e., persons with disabilities) was originally proposed in the 
1970s as an alternative option to the standard identifiers disabled or handicapped, 
to signify that disability is one component of a person’s identity, rather than the only 
defining feature. By literally placing the person before the disability, person-first lan-
guage conveys an emphasis on the person’s unique combination of strengths, needs, 
and experiences (both related and unrelated to their disability), and the acknowl-
edgement that these might be different from those of others who happen to have 
the same diagnosis. It recognizes that the person with disability, being a person first, 
should be given the same human rights standards, protections, and opportunities 
expected for any other person. (p. 691) 

A similar approach to person-first language is competence-oriented based language. 
The intention of competence-oriented language and interactions is to promote use of lan-
guage focusing on people’s abilities. The focus is on promoting positive interactions with, or 
about, persons with disabilities. West et al. (2015) suggested we use people-first language and 
respect individuals with disabilities who do not use this approach, such as Deaf individuals. 

In contrast to people-first and competency-oriented language, many individuals with 
disabilities, including various people with autism spectrum disorders, those who are deaf, 
and people who are blind, prefer identity-first language. The purpose of using identity-first 
language is to avoid separating the person from the disability with the thought that leading 
with the disability, such as the autistic person, the Deaf woman, the blind man, places the 
disability front and center. The intention of such a commitment is to disassociate disability 
with something negative and help internalize within its members a sense of acceptance and 
pride associated with disability. It is deliberate conversion by a group of people of language 
historically oppressing and marginalizing them, into language of empowerment. In Disability 
Theory, Tobin Siebers (2008) identified that reclaiming and redefining language offers ways to 
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engage people encountering oppression in identity politics and using language on their own 
terms; taking language in new directions may help reframe values that attach to our language.

• Ashford et al. (2018) noted that in some self-help groups, such as Alcoholics 
Anonymous, self-identifying via labeling is part of recovery; therefore, Carroll
(2019) suggested, in this case, use alcoholic instead of having an alcohol use 
disorder.

• In an editorial, Morton Ann Gernsbacker (2017) wrote use of person-first lan-
guage in scholarly writing may accentuate stigma and suggest authors, edi-
tors, professional organizations, and scholarly journals could begin to embrace 
identity-first language.

• Some people reject people-first language and prefer Deaf people. The upper 
case D serves as a concise assertion that Deaf people share a culture rather 
than a medical condition. The argument for deafness as a culture is the belief 
that thousands of Deaf Americans share a common language (American Sign 
Language) and, therefore, share a common identity. However, the view of 
deafness as an ethnicity is not unanimous.

Although person-first and identity-first language reflect a common intent to inspire re-
spect, they attempt to do so in two different ways. People-first prioritizes the individual as 
more than a diagnosis. Identity-first identifies the diagnosis as a reason for pride and respect. 
A key consideration is to use language emphasizing individuality and humanity of each per-
son. Iva Cheung (2018) contrasted the two approaches associated with people experiencing 
mental health challenges, stating:

I try to ask people affected by mental illness what terminology they prefer, but be-
cause they are a diverse group, my questions sometimes lead to interesting tensions. 
For example, many people prefer person-first language, which emphasizes the human 
and does not define them by the illness. Within this framework, someone is a person 
with schizophrenia rather than a schizophrenic. Others, such as those in the Mad 
Pride movement, have pushed back, embracing their differences by using identity-
first language, reclaiming labels like mad and crazy—much the same way that the 
LGBTQ2S+ movement has reclaimed the word queer. As this comparison shows, 
words that are empowering to some may be hurtful to others. (p. 2)

The American Psychological Association Publication Manual (APA, 2020) suggests that 
whenever possible, we ask people about the way in which they prefer others to refer to them. 
Since the intention of person-first and identity-first approaches to language is to demonstrate 
respect for people, either is acceptable. It is permissible, according to the APA (2020), to use 
either approach or to mix person-first and identity-first language unless or until we know if a 
group prefers one approach, in which case, we use the preferred approach. 

• Shakes and Cashin (2019) concluded there remains no identified research sys-
tematically exploring and considering consequences of identity-first or peo-
ple-first language as dominant. In the absence of studies, they encourage 
us to appreciate complexities of sensitive language and to use professional
judgment to guide language selection based on context and the preference 
of individuals we are supporting. 

• Dunn and Andrews (2015) suggested we could use both person-first and identi-
ty-first language to enhance our cultural competence. Those embracing their 
disability as part of their cultural, Deaf people, or personal identity, an autistic 
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man, are more likely to prefer identity-first language, compared to those who 
consider disability as only one part of their complex identity, such as individuals 
with intellectual disabilities and their advocates who commonly prefer peo-
ple-first language (Dinerstein, 2007).

If we are unsure of which approach to use, it is valuable to seek guidance from self-ad-
vocacy groups or other stakeholders specific to a group of people. If we are working with 
participants directly, we use the language they use to describe themselves. Examining our 
language and working to understand people’s sense of identity as well as their multiple iden-
tities, cultural orientation, complexity, and preferences is valuable. After carefully review-
ing the literature and speaking with various individuals and advocacy organizations, we use 
person-first language most often throughout the book, understanding that some individuals 
and groups (e.g., members of the Deaf and autism communities) may prefer identity-first 
language. Bogart and Dunn (2019) support this decision as they state:

In general, the appropriate choice is to call people what they prefer to be called. When 
in doubt, relying on person-first language until told to use identity first-language is a 
reasonable course. (p. 654)

How Do We Emphasize Each Person’s Abilities?
Many words used to describe people with disabilities reflect concepts of dependency and 

helplessness perpetuating negative attitudes and corresponding patterns of response and ex-
pectation. Some discussions and fund-raising efforts use language that evoke impressions 
of people being needy and fragile who require special treatment; such strategies designed to 
raise funds to support various causes foster a sense of dependency through negative images 
based on the words selected. It is important to emphasize individual abilities rather than fo-
cusing on limitations. It is more accurate to say a woman who uses a wheelchair rather than 
she is confined to a wheelchair or she is wheelchair bound, and the phrase he uses a cane is 
more accurate than he is dependent on a cane. When people use various forms of transporta-
tion other than walking such as an automobile or motorcycle, or use a form of transport as 
a leisure pursuit such as a sailboat or a skateboard, these individuals are not described as be-
ing confined to or dependent on that particular means of transportation. It is helpful to be 
consistent with this line of reasoning when describing people who use alternative forms of 
transportation or mobility.

Unfortunately, media and some medical circles commonly discuss diseases or illnesses 
with war metaphors such as declaring war on an illness, attacking or fighting symptoms, or 
working to defeat or achieve absolute victory over a disease. These metaphors encourage peo-
ple to think about those with certain conditions as victims resulting in fear and stigma, rather 
than as people who are resilient, which is typically more helpful. It is useful to describe people 
as simply having a particular characteristic rather than using words that imply pain, suffering, 
or inferiority. As a result, phrases such as suffers from . . ., it is a shame that . . ., a victim of . 
. ., and it is a pity that . . . focus attention away from people’s skills and abilities and result in 
sensationalizing the situation, which often evokes sympathy toward individuals rather than 
respect. Instead, we communicate sensitivity when we use words such as the person has . . ., 
the condition is caused by . . ., or a situation resulting from . . . that avoid sensationalizing the 
circumstance. When we use terms such as victim or confined that result in feelings of pity, this 
often encourages us to concentrate on the inabilities of people. 
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The American Stroke Association discourages use of stroke victims because it im-
plies defeat, and instead, refers to people who have had a stroke as stroke survi-
vors. Similarly, people attending the National AIDS Forum condemned attempts 
to be labeled as AIDS victims, since AIDS victims implies defeat, and identified 
persons with AIDS as the most preferred terminology.

How Do We Communicate Respect?
To help us communicate respect to people with disabilities, we consider the history of 

words. Some words we use in casual conversations have been used in ways that disrespect 
individuals with disabling conditions. Kelly Wright (2021) provides the following example,

When we look at the word “insane,” that word has been used in the world to limit 
the liberties of many groups of people. It is a label which was used to directly oppress 
women, to justify inhumane experimentation, to incarcerate, to colonize. (p. 7)

Many words used to describe people with disabilities communicate ideas of deviancy, 
helplessness, and dependency. Words such as moron, dummy, retard, spaz, maniac, and crazy 
are no longer acceptable because of their strong negative overtones. Instead, we communicate 
respect by using phrases such as people with developmental disabilities, people with intellec-
tual disabilities, and people with psychological disorders. With these words and phrases, we 
communicate a more positive attitude about people. 

In Weird: The Power of Being an Outsider in an Insider World, Olga Khazan (2020), 
described an interview with Michael Ain, who specializes in surgery for children 
of short stature; he, himself, was born with dwarfism. Dr. Ain is unashamed of his 
height; yet, he has witnessed over his lifetime many people ridiculing people of 
short stature. This practice is disrespectful and motivates him to advocate for soci-
etal attitude change. He stated the m-word, midget, “Curls the back of my hair.” 
(p. 235)

A problematic practice is classifying people according to mental age; fortunately, there 
has been a reduction in this practice. It is important that we avoid using the phrase mental 
age, because the label tells us nothing about the person’s cognitive strengths. 

When discussing implications of Jahida following written directions, we say, 
“Jahida, who is 35 years old and currently identifies a few words” as opposed to 
stating, “Jahida, who has the mental age of a 3-year-old.”

Use of the phrase mental age may result in mistakenly treating a woman who has 
Alzheimer’s disease, a man with an intellectual disability, or a woman who had a cardio-
vascular event, as if they were a child. Using words that label adults as children such as he is 
childlike or our kids many people consider disrespectful; rather, we communicate respect by 
addressing all people by their name and recognize the value in having experiences beyond 
childhood. In Riding the Bus with My Sister, Rachel Simon (2002) provided the following re-
sponse when someone inquired about her sister’s mental age: 

Mental age. It was as if they thought that a person’s daily passions—and literacy 
skills, emotional maturity, fashion preference, musical tastes, hygiene habits, ver-
bal abilities, social shrewdness, romantic longings, and common sense—could fit 
neatly into a single box topped, like a child’s birthday cake, with a wax 7, or 13, 
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or 3. It would become clear to me that their understanding . . . had never moved 
beyond the stereotype of the grinning, angelic child. (p. 10)

We can show respect by using language that avoids demeaning individuals. For people 
who have a hearing loss, the particular phrase no longer suitable is deaf and dumb. Related to 
this, Williams and Finnegan (2003) commented, 

The word dumb referred to inability to speak, as well as inability to think. . .  
Researchers in the field of deaf education have consistently emphasized that 
people who are deaf possess the same range of intellectual potential as those 
who hear (p. 40).

How Do We Use Inclusive Language Consistently?
People often describe individuals who have disabilities with words that have distinct 

meanings, but they use these words interchangeably but incorrectly. Such misuse of words 
creates confusion and results in describing people in an insensitive manner. For example, 
the words impairment, disability, and handicap have different meanings. The word impair-
ment means to diminish in strength and refers to identifiable functional conditions that can 
be acute or chronic. Discussions of impairments focus on a disease or injury with a specific 
portion of the body. Impairment may result in a disability and a person being handicapped in 
particular situations. 

A visual impairment involves an eye deficit, such as clouding of lenses resulting in 
cataracts. When we mention cataracts, we emphasize problems with the eye. A 
person might have a neurological impairment such as cerebral palsy that prevents 
independent leg movement. When the phrase neurological impairment is used, 
we direct attention to the damaged central nervous system.

We define able as having sufficient power, skill, or resources to accomplish a task. When 
we combine the word able with the prefix dis, which refers to experiencing some form of 
deprivation, the definition of the word disability becomes apparent. The word disability de-
scribes the result of an impairment, the reduction or deprivation of a skill or power, as the 
person interacts within their environment and with people. This reduced ability occurs be-
cause of an impairment as it interacts with the social world in which we live. 

Ricardo has cataracts, causing a visual impairment that may result in a reading 
disability even when he uses corrective lenses. When the word disability is used, 
we give attention to the interaction of the visual impairment with the functioning 
ability of the individual.

The important aspect of the word handicap is that it varies from one situation to another. 
A handicap is an interaction between environmental conditions and the individual that de-
scribes obstacles that lessen a person’s chance of success and often prevent people from doing 
something, rather than something inherent in the person. The word handicap when used to 
label a person implies that the person is handicapped in every situation. This generalization 
of a condition to all life situations imposes unnecessary restrictions. Because being handi-
capped is a social phenomenon, it is possible for people to handicap themselves by believing 
that failure is unavoidable, and society handicaps people by denying them opportunities to 
participate. 
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A woman with a visual impairment may be handicapped when going to the the-
ater to watch a movie but may not be handicapped when listening to music. 
A man with a neurological impairment, who uses a wheelchair, may be handi-
capped when playing soccer but may be extremely skilled at billiards.

Because a person may be handicapped in one situation and not in another, it is inac-
curate to label the person as handicapped. We reserve the term handicap for describing ob-
stacles that lessen a person’s chance of success. These obstacles often prevent people from 
doing something. In Everybody’s Different, Miller and Sammons (1999) presented four types 
of handicaps: social handicaps from other people’s negative attitudes, personal handicaps 
when people lack adequate information, physical handicaps occur as people encounter inac-
cessibility, and resource handicaps when people have insufficient resources to assist them. 
Figure 4.1 contains a summary of the types of handicaps people may encounter. To illustrate 
that handicaps shape a person’s quality of life as much or more than a person’s characteristics, 
Miller and Sammons provided the following example: 

Figure 4.1 
Types of Handicaps
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Hannah has arthritis (impairment), cannot climb stairs (disability), and wants to 
go to a concert, but the theatre has no elevator or ramp. She has a handicap 
because of architectural inaccessibility. Lamar, who is deaf, has a handicap while 
watching television without closed captioning. Hilary, who is blind, has a handicap 
in an elevator without Braille signs. Mohamed, who uses a wheelchair, has a handi-
cap when shopping in a store that does not have accessible parking entrances 
and restrooms.
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Other words are preferred over handicap as descriptors. Some people incorrectly iden-
tify the symbol depicting a person in a wheelchair as the handicapped symbol rather than as 
the International Symbol of Access. People incorrectly refer to contexts as handicapped acces-
sible to describe environments with which we apply principles of universal design. The most 
preferred term is universal design, a design approach that integrates products and building 
features usable by everyone regardless of their skills. 

How Do We Remain Current with Our Inclusive Language?
Language is the means by which people try to communicate with others accurately. Over 

time, people’s words change to reflect alterations in attitudes, thinking, and expression. People 
encountering stigmatization are in a continuous and evolutionary process of choosing pre-
ferred language to describe them and their experiences. Thus, people may not consider lan-
guage we identify as inclusive today, as thoughtful tomorrow.  

The term mental retardation is a social invention resulting from many factors, including 
a tendency to label people based on perceived differences and development of standardized 
intelligence tests (Warren, 2000). According to Warren (2000), the term mental retardation 
promotes stigma and negative stereotyping in society, many people reject it and consider 
it demeaning, and others identify that it lacks sufficient specificity for meaningful profes-
sional applications. Consequently, we needed to find a more contemporary, less pejorative 
term to describe this group of individuals. In 2010, U.S. President Obama signed S. 2781: 
Rosa’s Law—based on the experiences of Rosa Marcellino, an elementary-aged girl, and her 
family—which replaced the term mental retardation with intellectual disability in specific fed-
eral, health, education, and labor laws. The law does not expand or diminish services, rights, 
or educational opportunities; rather, it requires federal language consistent with that used by 
organizations such as the World Health Organization and the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention.  Given that the words retard and retarded have taken on such a negative con-
notation, we use the phrase intellectual disability instead of mentally retarded. 

Words identifying people with sensory impairments evolve and people continue to debate 
them. For instance, some terms describing people with visual impairments, such as partially 
sighted, have met controversy. Some feel the phrase partially sighted implies avoidance of ac-
ceptance of having a disability, and others feel it accentuates positive aspects. Using phrases 
yet to receive public recognition from people associated with a particular group might cre-
ate challenges when individuals seek services; although phrases such as partially sighted and 
physically challenged seem to accentuate the positive for some people, these phrases create 
problems in acquiring services and seem to offend others. Use of created words such as dif-
ferently-abled and handi-capable suggest to some that disability is shameful and needs to be 
concealed in a vague generality. At this time, it is difficult to recommend consistent use of 
such phrases. Identifying preferred terms to describe people with disabilities is an evolving 
process. Selecting words viewed as being inclusive is an ever-changing task. The American 
Psychological Association (2020) encourages us to recognize word preferences change and 
individuals within groups often disagree about the designation they prefer. We must deter-
mine what is appropriate for each situation; therefore, we may need to ask participants which 
designations they prefer. 

Changes in our thinking about people result in changes in language we use. As leisure 
service providers, we are poised to be change agents within society. The interplay between the 
words we use to describe people and the way we treat individuals is complicated; our actions 
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influence language we use and language we use influences our actions. We act as an advocate 
and an ally by constantly checking with people with disabilities about their current prefer-
ence of terms describing various aspects of their identity. Use of the most inclusive terms is 
an evolving process. It is helpful if we continually respond to the most recent information 
presented, demonstrate a willingness to listen to and consider other people’s perspectives, and 
revise our language. 

How Do We Consider Perspectives of People with Disabilities?
If we are unsure of which words to use when we represent or interact with people, we 

should ask them their preferences. Words currently creating controversy that have yet to re-
ceive consensus may be words of choice in the future or may be a person’s desired vocabulary. 
In all situations, we listen to people to identify terms they most prefer and try to understand 
their reasons for these choices. In the same way, although some of us express a desire for 
use of people-first language, there is not total support for its use. Some people see one char-
acteristic as a defining element of identity and pride and prefer identity-first language. For 
example, some want others to identify them as a disabled person. These preferences illustrate 
that though suggestions are provided on inclusive language, a critical recommendation is to 
learn what each person desires and respect that person’s choice. Honoring preferences of any 
group or individual is a sign of professional awareness and respect and a way to demonstrate 
solidarity.

Similarly, we base interpretation of the meaning of words on our perspective, which our 
culture and our worldview influence. Words used in one culture demonstrate respect, yet the 
same words used in a different culture are offensive. Suggestions related to using inclusive 
language also apply to identifying what name people prefer others to use when addressing 
them. Some people prefer a nickname; others choose to use their middle name, and some 
use a completely different name than the name that is on their birth certificate. As we avoid 
naming others and provide them with the opportunity to name themselves, we demonstrate 
respect for the individual and promote their sense of dignity. Meadows and Daníelsdóttir 
(2016) remind us to:

Ask ourselves whether the words we use affirm the respect and human dignity of 
the target group, whether they place the group as equal to other social groups, and 
whether they promote or hamper the wellbeing and empowerment of that group. If 
not, we will only perpetuate the stigma we are claiming to abolish. (p. 3)

Figure 4.2 provides a summary of guidelines for using inclusive language.
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Figure 4.2
Guidelines for Using Inclusive Language
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Final Thoughts: Build Bridges with our Language
Though we may be well intentioned, some of us may use insensitive language because 

we are unaware of the most desired words or phrases to describe people. It is helpful to avoid 
assuming that a person using insensitive language is purposefully being offensive; the person 
may be using it out of ignorance and does not intend to be disrespectful. However, some of 
us balk at people telling us to use sensitive terminology, because we attribute this suggestion 
to people forcing us to be politically correct. Sometimes resistance to speak to and about oth-
ers in a courteous way stems from not wanting to accept changes that are occurring within a 
society increasingly becoming diverse. 

After gaining knowledge of inclusive language, we consider perspectives of people who 
use insensitive language. Such consideration is valuable when we are teaching about inclusive 
language to use when interacting with or representing individuals with disabilities. In the 
same manner, it is important to demonstrate respect for individuals who require instruction 
on using inclusive language. To demonstrate respect when we educate others about using 
inclusive words, we avoid being condescending and using a negative tone in our speech. It is 
best if we remain positive and understanding. Depending on those present, informing a per-
son in private might avoid embarrassment. As we become advocates and allies for change, we 
consider how we want people to treat us and then act in that manner to others.

We can build bridges within our society by using and promoting use of inclusive language 
demonstrating respect and promoting dignity. Unfortunately, many people with disabilities 
experience oppression and marginalization that numerous people reveal by language they 
use. Often, many of us encounter individuals who refer to people with disabilities as hand-
icapped, crippled, and retarded, or use other insulting terms. Members of disenfranchised 
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groups, including people with disabilities, have encountered people experiencing privileges 
whose harmful behaviors reflect the sentiment of their verbal slurs and indicate hatred and a 
consistent belief of superiority. 

One way to communicate respect for a person is to use words that help the individual feel 
valued, thereby reinforcing the person’s sense of dignity, rather than using words that offend 
and degrade that person. Use of inclusive language sets the stage for positive interactions that 
lead to successful, meaningful, and enjoyable leisure experiences for all. Our language selec-
tion is an ethical issue, and words we use to describe other people influence treatment they 
receive daily. Based on the premise that changing social attitudes through language is a pow-
erful tool, it is important to describe everyone using terms that are empowering rather than 
demeaning. We become change agents just by the words we choose to use. 

Although this chapter describes what many people and professionals espouse as inclu-
sive language, the use of inclusive terms is constantly evolving. It is helpful if we continually 
respond to the most recent information presented, demonstrate a willingness to listen to and 
consider others’ perspectives, and revise our language to represent best the desires of people 
we serve. Inclusive language acknowledges diversity, conveys respect to all people, is inclusive 
to differences, and promotes equal opportunities. The language we use should avoid making 
assumptions about others and not imply that one individual is superior to another on the 
grounds of any characteristic. What better forum to speak inclusively and build bridges than 
within leisure? 

Discussion Questions
1. How should we deal with the word special when attempting to use inclusive 

language?
2. What is people-first language?
3. What is identity-first language?
4. How are identity-first and person-first language similar and different?
5. How do we emphasize people’s abilities by using inclusive language?
6. What are ways we communicate respect by using inclusive language?
7. What is the relationship between the terms handicap, impairment, and disability?
8. What are four types of handicaps identified by Miller and Sammons?
9. What are strategies to promote use of inclusive language?
10. Why do we listen to preferences of people when evaluating inclusive language?
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