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ABSTRACT  
The purpose of this study was to explore the lived leisure 
experiences of young adults with physical disabilities. The 
researchers used a qualitative descriptive exploratory design to 
gather data from twelve young adults with physical disabilities 
aged 19–31 years. Purposeful sampling allowed the researchers 
to recruit participants from two centers providing services for 
people with disabilities. Young adults with physical disabilities 
completed a semi-structured interview with open-ended 
questions. Thematic analysis was used to examine data and 
present findings. Participant comments clustered into five main 
themes including: (a) Perceived Meaning of Recreation and 
Leisure Opportunities, (b) Value of Leisure and Recreation 
Participation, (c) Limited Accessible Recreation and Leisure Spaces 
and Services, (d) Marginalization and Stigma Challenges to 
Leisure and Recreation, and (e) Recommendations for Leisure and 
Recreation Opportunities. Findings support the importance of 
raising awareness concerning the value of leisure pursuits for 
young adults with physical disabilities and the need to remove 
barriers to meaningful leisure participation.
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Introduction

Leisure is complex and multi-dimensional. Dattilo and Lopez Frias (2021) described 
leisure as occurring across the lifespan including a range of experiences (from introspec
tive to expressive) in numerous settings (from being alone in the wilderness to sur
rounded with family and friends at a festival). The authors further identify leisure to 
be an ethical state because it is characterized by expressing virtues, authenticity, 
purpose, and meaning. Adding to the complexity of leisure, it is characterized by liquidity 
involving learning as it intertwines with positivity. Sakala et al. (2025) emphasized that 
the meaning of leisure is influenced by context. The concept of leisure, particularly in 
the Southern African context, is often related and used interchangeably with sport and 
recreation (Sakala et al., 2025). Also, the concept of recreation has been defined by 
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various scholars. For example, Veal (1992) identified recreational activities as those 
engaged in during free-time that are freely chosen to achieve a feeling of refreshment 
and enjoyment.

There is a need for equal access to leisure opportunities and recreational activities 
(Hjort & Agergaard, 2022). Dickson et al. (2020) asserted that access means finding 
ways to ensure that fewer people are excluded. Therefore, the scope of this research 
involves contributing to several United Nations’ (2024) sustainable development goals 
(SDGs), including #10 to reduce inequalities in leisure and recreation spaces, #11 to facili
tate adults with disabilities to create lasting and impactful communities that are sustainable, 
and #17 to foster relevant partnerships with intentional goals for development, inclusion 
and equal access. According to the United Nations (2024), unfortunately, there has been 
minimal progress toward achieving the SDGs globally and this limited progress was hin
dered during the COVID-19 pandemic. The slow progress towards achieving the SDGs 
has a direct impact on many people not experiencing the human right of leisure (Veal 
& Sivan, 2024). Specifically, people with disabilities remain marginalized in experiencing 
leisure and participating in recreational activities and spaces (Mobily & Johnson, 2021).

Despite being over 30 years post-apartheid government in South Africa, the commu
nities, and more broadly the Global South, remain unequal, particularly within leisure 
and recreational spaces (Carnicelli & Uvinha, 2023). In relation to SDGs in South 
Africa, there has been minimal progress. For example, Sachs et al. (2025) identified 
that although there has been progress on six SDGs that are increasing moderately 
(SDG 6-Clean water and sanitation; SDG 8-Decent work and economic growth; SDG 
9-Industry, innovation and infrastructure; SDG 12-Responsible consumption and pro
duction; SDG 13-Climate action; and SDG 14-Life below water), compared to other 
countries (e.g. Benin, Togo, Cote d’Ivoire and Eswatini) it has progressed more slowly 
toward achieving SDGs. Furthermore, although South Africa is on track to achieve 
two goals (SDG 5-Gender equity; and SDG 17-Partnerships for the goals), it is stagnant 
on five (SDG 1-No poverty; SDG 2-Zero hunger; SDG 3-Good health and wellbeing; SDG 
7-Affordable and clean energy; and SDG 15-Life and land) with one remaining a major 
challenge (SDG 10-Reduced inequalities), and another decreasing (SDG 11-Sustainable 
cities and communities) (Sachs et al., 2025). Consequently, there is a need to learn 
about access to leisure experiences and recreational activities and facilities for people 
with physical disabilities (Houtenville & Boege, 2019). This research addressed this 
need by using a qualitative exploratory descriptive design to structure this study. 
Labbé et al. (2019) suggested that educating leisure service providers and recreational 
professionals about the importance of leisure and recreation opportunities will encourage 
them to provide accessible services.

Literature review

Given the positive effects of recreation and leisure on the lives of people with disabilities 
(Hassett et al., 2024), it is unfortunate that people living with physical disabilities are not 
fully participating in recreation activities of their choice due to limited leisure programs 
and inaccessibility (Carbone et al., 2021). Inaccessible facilities negatively influence 
recreation participation among people with physical disabilities (Ibrahim et al., 2021). 
Although, the White Paper in Sports and Recreation in South Africa (2012) emphasizes 
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that recreational opportunities should be available for every individual irrespective of 
age, gender, race or disability, there is a need to facilitate inclusion of people with disabil
ities into recreation and leisure programs and facilities (Alcaraz-Rodríguez et al., 2022).

Historical inequalities in South Africa continue to negatively influence people’s access 
to leisure and recreation (Mbonambi & Olutola, 2024). Although the White Paper on 
Sport and Recreation (2011) and the National Sport and Recreation Plan (2012), 
acknowledge the positive role of recreation and sport in promoting social development, 
the emphasis on elite sports often excludes youth who do not reach competitive levels 
and fails to address broader social development needs (Burnett, 2021).

Prevalence of people with disabilities in South Africa

The national disability prevalence in the country increased from 7.5% in 2011 to 7.7% in 
2016 (Statistics South Africa, 2016). People with impairments are reported under various 
categories according to their conditions; for example, people with visual impairments 
constitute 1.7%, people with hearing impairments 0.6% and those with physical impair
ments 1.5% of the entire population (Statistics South Africa, 2016). These statistics indi
cate that people with impairments constitute a minority of the population in South 
Africa. Although youth and young adults, aged 15–34 years, constitute 35.9% of the 
total general population, those with impairments from the same age cohort comprise 
11.1% of the overall youth population in South Africa. Overall, there are around 3.3 
million individuals identified as living with impairments (Statistics South Africa, 
2022). Unfortunately, there is limited information and statistics available about the 
health, well-being, and quality of life of people with impairments in South Africa.

Recreational opportunities for people with impairments in South Africa

The concept of leisure and recreation is often misunderstood in South Africa. At times, 
leisure is used interchangeably, with physical activity, sports, and exercise. Arguably, 
people can participate in physical activities, sports, and exercise during their free time; 
however, they may not experience leisure (Dattilo & Lopez Frias, 2021). Mululuma et 
al. (2025) noted that there is a need to provide recreation participation programs nation
wide and encouraged people with impairments to join such programs to gain access to 
inclusive opportunities and social integration.

Ngobeni (2023) reported that recreation activities provide opportunities for people 
with physical impairments to experience positive social interactions, develop social 
and communication skills, and have an increased sense of belonging to their community. 
Being active and involved in freely chosen activities helps participants develop skill com
petencies, socialize with peers, explore personal interests, and enjoy life (Dattilo, 2022). 
Some members of society perceive that people with physical impairments are incapable 
of independently participating in preferred recreational activities (Devine & Dattilo, 
2000). In spite of these challenges, leisure and recreation opportunities are important 
and desired aspects of life for people with and without impairments (Dattilo, 2025).

Recreation opportunities contribute to physical well-being, character development 
and overall quality of life (Lee & Cho, 2019). Consequently, Toptaş-Mkwelo et al. 
(2023) recommended that since people’s leisure choices were impacted by COVID-19, 
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there was a need for recreation service providers to assess and evaluate the level of par
ticipation by people with physical impairments and identify challenges they are encoun
tering to better meet their needs. Moreover, the importance of recreational participation 
for people with physical impairments must be incorporated into strategic action at 
national, regional and local levels (Freudenberg & Arlinghaus, 2009).

Leisure opportunities for people with disabilities

Leisure offers opportunities for individuals to enjoy art, music, and sport encouraging 
participants to experience a sense of contentment (Kraus, 2001; Mululuma et al., 
2025). According to Bull et al. (2020), many leisure programs around the world are 
focused on recreational activities for people who do not have disabilities and often 
exclude people with disabilities. Consequently, people with physical disabilities are vul
nerable to sedentary lifestyles and chronic diseases (Lynch et al., 2021). According to 
Copestake et al. (2014), the lack of leisure and recreation opportunities for people 
with physical disabilities contributes to their sense of exclusion and associated low 
levels of participation. Although providing accessible programs and assistive devices, 
such as motorized wheelchairs and bicycles and augmentative and alternative communi
cation systems, will increase leisure opportunities among people with physical disabilities 
(Nagata et al., 2024), such opportunities are currently inadequate in many locations 
across the world. Often, people with physical disabilities do not experience leisure and 
do not fully participate in recreation activities due to barriers such as inaccessible 
environments, lack of access to information about recreation opportunities, and discri
minatory attitudes (Fougeyrollas et al., 2019). These challenges can lead to adverse 
psychological outcomes such as low self-esteem and depression, reducing life satisfaction 
(Garg et al., 2016; Siddall et al., 2017).

Theoretical framework

The current study aligns with the social model of disability, which identifies that people 
with impairments are disabled by social exclusion resulting in them being an oppressed 
group (Shakespeare, 2006) and, therefore, advocates for a barrier free society (Oliver, 
2013). According to Oliver (2013), the social model is intended to transform society’s 
thinking about disability and encourage service providers willingness to make program
matic and facility accommodations resulting in inclusive and accessible services, and, 
ultimately, changing international policies. Despite the shift in societies to the social 
model, Barney (2012) recognized that there is still a lack of acceptance and inclusion 
of people with disabilities. The social model of disability highlights three social barriers, 
namely environmental, attitudinal, and organizational. The model’s significance stems 
from its view that the problem with disability is not the actual impairment of the 
person, but how society responds to people with disabilities (Oliver, 2004).

Research problem

Although experiencing leisure and participating in recreational activities develops skills, 
provides opportunities to socialize with peers, and encourages exploration of personal 
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interests and enjoyable experiences, people with disabilities continue to experience margin
alization and isolation within leisure and recreation contexts (Bult et al., 2011). Stigma 
plays a substantial role in creating barriers to participation for people with disabilities 
(e.g. Chatzitheochari & Butler-Rees, 2023). In addition, people with disabilities are less 
involved in leisure than their peers with several factors influencing their lack of engagement 
including challenges with resources and supports (Shikako-Thomas et al., 2008). Further
more, Shikako-Thomas et al. (2008) identify that the environment often lacks useful 
equipment, information, and peer support resulting in people with physical disabilities 
relying on others to assist them in participating in recreational activities and experiencing 
leisure. Consequently, people with physical disabilities need support in accessing opportu
nities for recreation and leisure (Houtenville & Boege, 2019; Mille et al., 2019).

This study is designed to increase awareness about leisure and recreation opportu
nities for a sample of young adults with physical disabilities in a community in South 
Africa in an attempt to encourage service providers to increase access. The present 
study adds to existing studies conducted in South Africa examining leisure and the 
lives of people with disabilities. However, most studies focused on leisure education 
(Malema et al., 2022a, 2022b, 2023); leisure time physical activity and disabilities 
(Malema et al., 2024; Mkwelo et al., 2023); recreation and disability (Mululuma et al., 
2025; Titus et al., 2016), and leisure participation and constraints (Visser et al., 2025). 
The primary purpose of this study is to develop an awareness of the lived leisure experi
ences of young South African adults with physical disabilities.

There is value in leisure and recreational service providers increasing their under
standing of ways to promote inclusive leisure services for people with disabilities 
(Dattilo, 2021, 2022). Given the focus of this study to understand the lived leisure experi
ences of those with physical disabilities, it is hoped that such an understanding will 
provide insights into inclusive practices, attitude development, social conditions, and 
needed supports for people with disabilities. Therefore, the present study aims to 
explore and understand recreation and leisure opportunities and challenges experienced 
by young adults with physical disabilities in a town in South Africa.

Methods

Design

A qualitative exploratory descriptive design was used in this study. This design is rel
evant, particularly to study topics in which there is limited knowledge (Houser & Oja, 
2025). Holloway and Galvin (2023) explained that the descriptive exploratory design is 
useful to report an authentic perception and experience by participants. This approach 
allowed the researchers to explore and gain insight into the experiences of participants 
associated with recreation and leisure (Hunter et al., 2019). Sandelowski (2004) and 
Hunter et al. (2019) suggested that exploratory descriptive qualitative studies can offer 
a rich and well-defined approach by sharing participant voices and perceptions. Specifi
cally, the study focused on attempting to understand the lived experiences of young 
adults with physical disabilities related to their leisure and recreation. The study provided 
the researchers with opportunities to gain insights and ideas as well as increase knowl
edge of the phenomenon (Tolley et al., 2016).
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Participants

Participants were 12 young African adults who resided in two different centers for people 
living with disabilities (ages, 19–31) in a town in South Africa. To qualify as a participant, 
individuals must have had the skills to: (a) speak in an understandable manner, (b) com
prehend information independently without an interpreter/translator, and (c) be at least 
18 years old. Table 1 identifies participant profiles and characteristics. All participants 
were black living with a physical disability that required them to use a wheelchair to 
move about their environment and complete their daily activities. Six participants 
acquired their disabilities through an accident due to gun shots or injury to their 
spinal cords, four others acquired their disability via a stroke, and two participants 
had congenital disabilities.

The centers were purposefully selected because they were the only agencies specifically 
providing services to adults with physical disabilities in the district where the study was 
conducted. The centers were affiliated and registered with the South African Department 
of Social Services, which is designed to encourage active living for adults with physical 
disabilities. We used purposive sampling, which, according to Mweshi and Sakyi 
(2020) is a non-probability sample used to select participants based on population 
characteristics and objectives of the study. Both centers offer a combination of recreation 
and physical activity programs. Center A provides services to the entire community 
including people with and without disabilities. Center B provides services only for 
people with disabilities and receives subsidies from the Department of Social Services 
of South Africa.

Procedure

An in-person interview averaging 40 min was conducted using a semi-structured inter
view guide with 12 participants. The first author contacted representatives from the two 
centers to arrange interviews with participants. An invitation letter was sent via email and 
a paper copy delivered to the two centers to inform personnel and residents about the 
purpose of the study. Each recruited participant signed an informed consent 24–48 h 
before data collection. The first author scheduled the interview at a convenient time 
for participants. The first author listened to each recording separately to transcribe the 
interviews verbatim. The first and second author met to discuss the transcription, to 

Table 1. Demographic profile of participants.
Pseudonym Gender Centers Age Disability

Participant 1 Female A 19 Spinal cord injury due to car accident
Participant 2 Female A 22 Spinal cord injury due to gunshot
Participant 3 Female A 18 Congenital disability
Participant 4 Female B 26 Stroke
Participant 5 Female B 31 Stroke
Participant 6 Female A 30 Spinal cord injury due to gunshot
Participant 7 Male B 24 Stroke
Participant 8 Male B 19 Spinal cord injury due to gunshot
Participant 9 Male A 18 Spinal cord injury due to car accident
Participant 10 Male A 25 Stroke
Participant 11 Male A 30 Spinal Cord injury due to gunshot
Participant 12 Male B 20 Congenital disability
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check the accuracy of the transcription against the recording, and reach a consensus. 
After transcription, the first author completed member checks with six participants to 
increase the likelihood that the transcription reflected their experiences, and the infor
mation they shared was not diluted. If desired, participants revised their original com
ments. If a discrepancy was noted, the two researchers met to discuss the issues and 
revised the transcripts accordingly.

The interview schedule was conducted in English and XiTsonga when the partici
pants required clarity. The first author, who is fluent in both languages conducted the 
interviews and then later met with a professional language expert to confirm the 
interpretation of some XiTsonga words used. This process occurred to enhance 
research rigour. Considering the social model of disability identification of environ
mental, attitudinal, and organisational barriers, some key questions included: What 
do leisure and recreation mean to you? What are leisure and recreation opportunities 
provided by the district/municipality in your area? What are your leisure and recrea
tion preferences? What are barriers you encounter during your participation? What 
are suggestions you have to overcome these barriers? After the first and second 
author identified sub-categories and categories, members of the entire research team 
reviewed the quotes, codes, and categorical assignments to identify practical associ
ations that allowed themes to emerge. Next, at different times, members of the 
research team met to discuss their perceptions of themes, allowing for an evolution 
of themes (see Figure 1).

Ethical approval was obtained from the Human Social Science Research Ethics Com
mittee to conduct this study and the local municipality endorsed the study. Participants 
were informed about the purpose of the study and that their participation in this study 
was voluntary. Participants were informed that should they feel uncomfortable at any 
point during data collection, they could withdraw their participation without prejudice. 
Eligible participants were given informed consent forms to sign to confirm their willing
ness to participate. Participants were informed that their names and identities would 

Figure 1. Final study themes.
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remain confidential. As suggested by Sivasubramaniam et al. (2021), participants were 
assigned a unique pseudonym to maintain their confidentiality.

Data analysis

Using the social model of disability as our guide, we used thematic analysis following 
protocols described by Braun and Clarke (2006). Thematic analysis allowed us to identify 
and report patterns within the data, which included organizing and describing the data 
set in a rich and detailed way. The first and second author repeatedly read the transcripts 
and independently developed initial broad codes. After meeting and agreeing on initial 
codes, the two researchers independently grouped the codes into categories and sub-cat
egories. Highly related data were grouped under a single category. The two researchers 
then reached consensus on categories. Next, the two researchers independently assessed 
several levels of categories and scrutinized links between the initial broad codes and 
merged them into different categories. After reaching consensus on the broad codes, 
together the two researchers identified 28 first-order concepts (sub-categories) and 
four main categories (Table 2).

Undertaking qualitative research, particularly through fieldwork, transforms a 
researcher in numerous ways. By means of reflexivity, researchers recognize the 
changes experienced within themselves due to the research procedure and the impact 
these alterations have on the research process (Palaganas et al., 2017). As a researcher 
with background and previous experience in Cape flats and similar programmes, the 

Table 2. First-order categories.
Category Sub-category

Current recreational activities Indoor and outdoor recreational activities
Board games

Societal challenges Limited conducive adaptive recreational activities
Architectural barrier
Discrimination and stigmatization towards people with disability
Negative attitude towards people with disability.
Isolation of students with disability
Exclusion of students with disability in recreational activities

Reasons for non-participation Limited adaptive recreational activities
Lack of recreational awareness
Lack of support

Lack of ramps to access recreational facilities.
Lack recreational facilities maintenance
Lack of time to participate in recreational activities
Lack of adaptive recreational equipment
Lack of professional coach
Discouragement

Possible solutions Support from the government
Provision of adaptive recreational equipment.
Improve recreational facilities
Recruitment of professional recreational coach
Cooperation between the stakeholders
Allocation of time
Recreational activities awareness
Sponsorship
Providing with conducive recreational facilities
Adaptive recreational activities
Development of inclusive recreational programs
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first author was aware that although such familiarity was helpful in building rapport with 
participants, interpretations of participants’ experiences may have influenced the first 
author’s conclusions. To address this challenge, the first and second author conducted 
daily debriefs to reflect on the interview processes, noting assumptions and emotional 
reactions. This practice helped the first author to remain conscious of his positionality 
encouraging transparency in how individual perspectives may have influenced the 
study’s outcomes.

Study rigour

Trustworthiness refers to the degree to which qualitative research reflects rigour through 
its design and report of participant perspectives and context under investigation to 
promote quality (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The strategies for pro
moting trustworthiness for this study included: credibility, member checking, transfer
ability, and dependability. To promote credibility, the lead researcher interacted with 
participants during data collection, debriefing, and observations. After each interview, 
the lead researcher engaged in informal conversation with participants and, with per
mission from the participant, recorded moments “post interview”. Member checking 
with five participants, was employed after data collection and analysis, at which time 
the findings were verified with participants for their correctness (Varpio et al., 2017).

As per directions by Thomas (2017), during member checking participants were given 
an opportunity to review the transcripts, sub-categories, and categories and provide their 
perspective about the information. To achieve transferability, the researchers described 
in detail the following: (a) context and methodological approach used in this study, 
and (b) justification of the approach to increase chances that the study can be replicated 
in different settings with other participants. To promote dependability, researchers 
included two additional professionals who were not involved in data collection or the 
initial analyses to review the data, codes, and categories, and to report on the perceived 
validity of the findings.

Findings

Five primary themes were identified including: (a) Perceived Meaning of Recreation and 
Leisure Opportunities, (b) Value of Leisure and Recreation Participation, (c) Limited 
Accessible Recreation and Leisure Spaces and Services, (d) Marginalization and Stigma 
Challenges to Leisure and Recreation, and (e) Recommendations for leisure and recrea
tion opportunities (see Figure 1).

Theme 1. Perceived meaning of recreation and leisure opportunities

This theme emerged based on participants descriptions about their recreation and leisure 
opportunities. Their descriptions were often based on what was currently available to 
them in their areas of residence and other institutions where they spend their time. 
For example, Participant 7 reported: Recreational opportunities are any activities that 
one can participate during leisure time. Adding to this notion, for example, Participant 
1 stated: Recreational opportunities according to my understanding are any activities 
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available for people living with physical disabilities. Furthermore, another participant 9 
said: These activities should be accommodative to every person living with physical disabil
ities because [if we are] being given these opportunities we are able to express ourselves in 
any recreational activities of our choice.

Participants described their perceptions of their leisure opportunities and recreation 
activities and ways they might enjoy participation. Unfortunately, Malema et al. (2019) 
reported that continued marginalization of people with disabilities in South Africa 
results in these individuals not having leisure experiences and recreation activities avail
able to them. The findings from the current study identified participants’ personal 
meaning of recreation and leisure opportunities and that the purpose of recreation 
and leisure is for all individuals to enjoy themselves and express their being. Partici
pants also reported that they found value in participating in recreation activities and 
described how leisure opportunities need to be accessible to all individuals to 
promote inclusivity.

Theme 2: value of leisure and recreation participation

Participants identified that engaging in leisure and recreation created an array of benefits 
for them and the communities in which they lived. For example, participant 10 stated: I 
am very keen in participating in soccer. If the opportunity a rise, I would love to take part. I 
am a big fan of soccer, as soccer formed part of our culture in the local community; it has 
unified people from all walks of life. Through leisure and recreation participation, individ
uals identified that they improved their social cohesion, developed relationships with 
others, learned and shared community values and attitudes, and gained a better under
standing of other groups in society.

Participating in leisure and recreation was identified by participants as an important 
factor for health and well-being as reflected in this comment by Participant 8: Rec
reational activities are any form of exercise which improve one’s physical fitness, psycho
logical and social … . Also, Participant 4 reported: I feel like dancing is part of exercise 
because when I dance, I sweat, and I feel relieved after. The unfortunate reality based 
on the above, is reported by Kachhwaha et al. (2018), who argued that accessibility in 
leisure and recreational spaces plays a crucial role in the daily activities of people 
living with physical disabilities because the accessibility of recreation facilitates deter
mines their participation level.

Contrary to the above sentiments, Participant 12 identified improvement in their 
social development, stating: Due to the lack of recreational opportunities for people with 
disabilities, I have resolved to working on [social opportunities] because these do not 
really require a lot of equipment which we do not have. Participants reported that enga
ging in recreational activities and experiencing leisure provided them with opportunities 
for social inclusion, enhanced their identity within their community, and promoted their 
integration into their communities. Equitable access to public recreation and parks is 
important for people’s overall sense of well-being (Larson & Hipp, 2022). The findings 
of the present study indicate that participants reported that they participated in rec
reational activities to socialize with others and improve their well-being, and if they 
were offered an opportunity to express themselves, they would willingly accept the 
offer. Additionally, the present findings suggest that leisure participation is associated 
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with feelings of good health and well-being for young adults with physical disabilities. 
Unfortunately, despite their interest and willingness to participate in community 
leisure programs, participation rates for individuals with disabilities are low (Kachhwaha 
et al., 2018).

Theme 3: limited accessible recreation and leisure programs

Participants expressed passion about recreation and leisure; however, due to limited 
access to recreation programs, they identified that they were unable to satisfy this 
desire. For example, Participant 4 stated: Due to the lack of recreational opportunities 
for people with disabilities, I have resolved to working on my hobby of singing and 
dancing because these do not really require a lot of equipment which we do not have. 
Additionally, one, participant 8 reported being unaware of opportunities in their com
munities, stating that: 

I am not aware if there are recreational activities available for people with physical disabil
ities, I only know of the people without disabilities. Therefore, those who want to play they 
participate with abled body which is soccer, netball, tennis and chess.

Participants identified that there is a lack of variety associated with recreation and leisure 
offerings for those living with disabilities. This is aligned with the notion that the social 
model of disability sees disability as a consequence of attitudinal, physical, and systemic 
communication and technological barriers created by society (Lawson & Priestley, 2016). 
Participant 1 shared an example: 

So, most of the activities provided do not cater for me. I used to play soccer, but I had to quit 
because it is a contact sport which needs someone who can react fast, I always got discour
aged because I was failing to keep up with the pace of other teammates and they were impa
tient with.

Lack of recreation and leisure programs for people with disabilities is a major concern 
which needs to be considered. Fennell (2022) recognizes the impact of an individual’s 
disability; however, in support of the social model of disability society is responsible 
for accommodating people with impairments rather than expecting the individual 
with a disability to accommodate society. For instance, Participant 3 said: 

I experienced behavioural difficulties from my chess mates. These attitudes stem from the 
misinformation that has grown into a stigma in the community. There are days when I 
did not have a challenger to play chess with. These I can say are psychological barriers to 
participation in sport.

Participants reported that they had limited access to leisure and recreational spaces. To 
this point, Participant 12 commented: The local government used to provide recreational 
opportunities specially for disabled people but for a while now, we have been feeling out of 
place in society as there has not been any program for people with physical disabilities.

Participants identified challenges related to accessibility of leisure and recreation 
facilities; for example, they identified that some facilities do not have ramps for wheel
chairs resulting in inaccessibility. Participants also identified that poor access to recrea
tion and leisure opportunities can influence their community involvement and social life, 
creating barriers to independence and reducing their enjoyment. For instance, 
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Participant 9 stated: The stadium also lacks paving for wheelchair movement so I cannot go 
there because it is not safe for me. Our local municipality has not come forth to make efforts 
to promote physical disabled people [to] participate.

Participants further identified that when they could not access various leisure and recrea
tion opportunities, they felt discouraged. Participant 5 shared the following experience: 

When local municipality makes recreational programs available for the community, they do 
not include people living with physical disabilities. They always overlooked the need to 
involve persons with disability in sport as we are deemed unfit to participate due to our 
physical ailments.

Findings from this study reveal that people with disabilities participating in this study 
encounter challenges to participate in recreational activities. Participants reported limit
ations participating in recreational activities of their choosing due to inaccessibility of 
recreational facilities. The sentiments support the need for advocacy, such as those stipu
lated in the UN international treaty, The Convention on the Right of Persons with Dis
abilities (Singleton & Darcy, 2013). This finding is consistent with the observation that 
people with disabilities should be provided equal access as a right for barrier free move
ment in their communities (Darcy et al., 2017).

Theme 4: marginalization and stigma challenges to leisure and recreation

Participants described challenges to their leisure and recreation due to inaccessibility and 
stigmatization. Participants identified that they felt marginalized when attempting to par
ticipate in recreation and leisure as expressed by Participant 5, who stated: The challenge 
we face is that we are marginalized from these activities because of our disability and as 
such we feel left out, we only see people without disability participating. Also, participant 
7 commented: 

I have noticed that whenever I try to play with other people who don’t have disabilities, they 
are not considerate of my abilities and limitations. They expect me to move as they do and 
have the same speed and strength as they do. Sometimes I would tell them, but I wish there 
was a way people just understood and I didn’t have to explain anything to anyone because it 
is a bit embarrassing.

A unique case of concern was reported by participant 8 stating that: Bullying is one of 
the challenges that I encounter every day whereby people have normalized it to a point 
that they call me names. When it is time to play, they only include me if there is no 
person without disability. Participants identified that social stereotypes create barriers 
to participating in recreational activities and leisure pursuits. Participants reported that 
attitudinal barriers in their communities contributed to their lack of participation in 
recreation and leisure programs and opportunities. Participants’ findings provide 
support for considering the social model of disability which proposes that society is 
a leading factor to inhibiting community engagement of people with disabilities due 
to creating unwelcoming environments (Bingham et al., 2013; Brandon & Pritchard, 
2011; Coles, 2001; Palmer & Harley, 2012). Therefore, by focusing on the social 
phenomenon rather than a medical diagnosis, it is possible that socially constructed 
negative attitudes and physically constructed inaccessible facilities could be addressed 
with this approach.
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Theme 5: recommendations for leisure and recreation opportunities

To address participants’ reported challenges, they provided recommendations on ways to 
facilitate leisure and recreation for them and other people with disabilities. Participants 
identified that they need to receive equal access to quality leisure and recreation oppor
tunities, as reflected in the comment by Participant 12: Wellness campaign is the solution, 
people must be educated about recreational activities for us people with disabilities, educat
ing them will reduce discrimination and promote inclusion. Participants suggested that to 
improve accessibility and find suitable recreational activities, people with disabilities 
must be aware of available opportunities that have access to facilities. As aligned with 
the notion of social model of impairments, everyone can play a role in educating them
selves about these barriers and learn how to create new pathways that promote access and 
inclusion (Oliver, 2013).

For instance, participant 2 stated: There is a need to design or develop appropriate 
opportunities for us people with physical disabilities which includes access to recreational 
facilities because our facilities are not accommodative to us wheelchair users. Therefore, 
to promote information about barrier-free sport and recreational facilities, participants 
suggested that there is a need for opportunities encourage people to try different recrea
tion activities. The social model of disability identifies the importance of reducing bar
riers to inclusion and educating service providers (Lawson & Priestley, 2016). This 
notion was described by participant 1: 

Most of the people have got potential, and they are willing to participate in sports but there 
are no equipment and the facility. People need to be taught and they need to have knowledge 
about people living with disabilities that would be my recommendation.

Participants identified that there is a need for broader dissemination of knowledge and 
information, particularly in disadvantaged areas. These sentiments are expressed by par
ticipant 12 who emphasized the need for collaborative efforts that promoted inclusion 
and participation of people with disabilities. The disability rights movement indicated 
that solutions to problems encountered by people living with impairments lies within 
the reconstruction of society to recognize the capabilities of people with physical impair
ments (Oliver, 2013). This study offers insights into the lived experiences of a few young 
adults with physical disabilities relative to their perceptions of leisure within their com
munities. Personnel associated with local municipality governments are encouraged to 
consider having people with disabilities as representatives during planning for recreation 
and leisure services. There is a need to educate practitioners about perceptions of people 
with physical disabilities related to how recreational activities can be made accessible and 
inclusive. Participants also identified the value of educating members of the community 
regarding the importance of leisure for people with disabilities.

Conclusion and recommendations

The present study solicited and reported the leisure experiences of a small group of young 
adults with physical disabilities. Participants identified that although they have limited 
opportunities to experience leisure and engage in recreation activities, they find ways 
to do so. When they experience leisure and participate in recreation activities within 
their communities, they report that they feel as if they are a viable part of their 
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communities. Although, there are benefits from experiencing leisure and participating in 
recreation activities (e.g. enhanced health and well-being, development of relationships), 
participants reported encountering challenges, such as not having access to facilities. The 
conclusion by Malema et al. (2019) that inaccessible facilities in South Africa remain a 
major challenge for people with physical disabilities was supported by participants as 
they described being marginalized and encountering stigma within their communities.

Based on the value of assessing participant perceptions of their leisure experiences and 
recreation activities, we recommend that practitioners empower people with disabilities 
to experience leisure and actively participate in recreation activities. Furthermore, one 
way to address the need identified by participants to raise awareness and create oppor
tunities for leisure and recreation skill development, is for practitioners to provide 
leisure education and therapeutic recreation. Given the described lived experiences 
associated with leisure and recreation by young adults with physical disabilities, we 
encourage local governments to collaborate with people with disabilities. Such collabor
ations can be designed to raise awareness about the rights of people with disabilities and 
combat stereotypes, prejudices, and lack of information about available leisure and 
recreation programs. Future studies can expand on this topic by exploring the role of 
NGO’s local governments and leisure service providers in offering programs for 
people with disabilities. Additionally, future studies can explore the need for inclusive 
leisure on lived experiences for people with disabilities.
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