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Introduction

This project is led by Active Abilities Canada, formerly known as the Active Living Alliance
for Canadians with a Disability.

Active Abilities Canada was founded in 1989, following the Jasper Talks, a meeting of
organizations and individuals committed to promoting physical activity, sports, and
recreation for persons with disabilities. Active Abilities Canada has always been dedicated
to promoting inclusivity and accessibility for people of all abilities. We strive to encourage
participation in physical activity, sport, and recreation for the purposes of health,
enjoyment, and social integration.

Active Abilities Canada would like to thank our funding partners: Federal-Provincial/
Territorial Sport, Physical Activity and Recreation Council (SPARC), and the Government of
Canada

Thank you to our contributing partners on this project: Canadian Disability Participation
Project (CDPP) 2.0, Canadian Parks and Recreation Association (CPRA) and provincial and
territorial affiliates

The steering committee for this project included:

» Amy Latimer-Cheung, PhD, Queen’s University; Principal Investigator, Canadian
Disability Participation Project 2.0

» Janet Lawson, PhD, University of Manitoba; Co-Investigator, Canadian Disability
Participation Project 2.0

» Zainab Naqvi, Queen’s University
» Alyssa Grimes, Queen’s University
» Mike Arthur, Active Abilities Canada

» Taryn Barry, PhD, Active Abilities Canada

» Sarah Ane, Parks and Recreation Ontario




Acknowledgement of Indigenous People

We fully acknowledge the unique and enduring relations that exist between Indigenous
Peoples and the lands on which municipalities across Canada are located. We encourage
all users of this Guide to learn about the First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples who have
traditionally inhabited these lands.

While this Guide aims to help municipal recreational leaders in creating inclusive physical
activities and recreational practices, it may not fully address the unique needs of First

Nations, Inuit, and Métis communities. We therefore urge users and municipal leaders to
invest in building relations with local Indigenous communities to advance reconciliation.

Rights of Persons with Disabilities

This Guide was developed in consideration of Section 15 of The Canadian Charter of
Rights and Freedoms, which states that every individual in Canada is to be considered
equal, regardless of physical or mental disability, race, colour, national or ethnic origin,
religion, sex, or age.

In 2010, Canada ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities. Article 30 states that persons with disabilities have the right to participate in
cultural life, recreation, leisure, and sports on an equal footing with others.

Note on Intersectionality

This Guide was designed with an intersectional lens that recognizes persons with
disabilities may have overlapping identities and be part of several marginalized
communities that impact how they participate in recreation and physical activity.

Text Accessibility

This Guide is written in plain language. If it does not meet your accessibility needs, please
contact us at info@activeabilities.ca and we will arrange accommodations for you.



http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/const/page-12.html
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Areas of Practices

This Guide is composed of eight evidence-informed areas of practice. These areas are listed
and defined below.

Area Definition

Programming Municipal recreation programming that is inclusive allows

for persons with disabilities to fully participate and engage. It
includes creating programming where everyone can join in,
and providing information, products, services, and spaces that
can be adapted to meet each person’s unique needs.

Built Environment Accessibility in municipal buildings and outdoor recreation
spaces means designing them so that everyone can use them
comfortably, no matter what kind of disability they might
have. This includes thinking about people with physical (e.g.,
cerebral palsy, spinal cord injury, diabetes), sensory (e.g., low
vision, hearing loss), or neurodiverse (e.g., attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder, dyslexia) needs.

Workplace Culture Inclusive workplace culture is a system in organizations and
municipal recreation departments that focuses on including
persons with disabilities. This starts with leaders supporting the
idea and continues through practices in human resources.

Communication Effective, inclusive, and accessible commmunication by municipal
recreation leaders and front-line staff helps break down barriers,
making it easier for persons with disabilities to take part in both
unstructured and structured recreation and physical activity
programs.

Partnerships Partnerships are key to creating inclusive, accessible recreation
opportunities for everyone in the community, including
persons with disabilities. Working with local organizations,
advocates, and other government levels helps municipalities
share resources, coordinate efforts, and change attitudes about
disability. These relationships not only improve program quality
but also make better use of existing community assets.




Area Definition

Staff Training Ongoing education and training helps municipal recreation
staff at all levels develop the skills and confidence needed to
deliver inclusive programs and services that welcome persons
with disabilities. Effective staff training should be planned,
partner-driven, and designed for real-world learning and
autonomy.

Evaluation Evaluating your programs helps you understand what works,
where to grow, and how to make municipal recreation more
inclusive for persons with disabilities. A solid evaluation makes
decisions more transparent, ensures accountability, and leads
to better, evidence-based programming.

Persuading Municipal recreation staff frequently need to get municipal
Decision-Makers council and senior managers on board with making activities
inclusive and accessible for everyone. This usually means asking
for funding, spaces, staff, and time to help break down barriers
for persons with disabilities. Winning support takes time—you'll
need strong communication, lasting relationships, and facts
that show the value of inclusion.

Purpose of Guide

This Guide provides how-to strategies for staff at all levels in municipal recreation
departments to make sure persons with disabilities are included in their programs and
activities.

Target Audience

This Guide is for people who work in municipal government as directors of recreation and
leisure services, program directors, managers, and coordinators. It may also be of use to
persons with disabilities, those who deliver programs, municipal officials, caregivers, family

and friends, and community groups when advocating for changes.




Rationale

Accessibility Legislation

Six provincial governments and the federal government have laws or are developing them
to make sure places are accessible for persons with disabilities. These provinces include
British Columbia, Manitoba, Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova Scotia, Ontario, and
Saskatchewan. They require local governments to create plans to make all their services
and spaces accessible. This Guide can help local governments meet or enhance the
minimum standards set by their province. Municipal leaders should contact their province's
accessibility directorates to learn more about the laws, standards and resources in their
area.

Disability in Canada

The number of persons with disabilities in Canada is growing. It is estimated that about
850,000 children in Canada have a disability (Policy Options, 2023). The 2022 Canadian
Survey on Disability found that 27% of Canadians who are over the age of 15 (about eight
million people) have at least one disability that affects their daily activities (Statistics
Canada, 2023). In addition, 42% of seniors, aged 65 years and older, had four or more
coinciding disabilities, while pain related (68%), mobility (63%) and flexibility (59%) were the
most common types of disabilities for this demographic (Statistics Canada, 2024).

Barriers to Participation

Persons with disabilities often have fewer chances to enjoy sports and activities compared
to others. It has been found that persons with disabilities are less likely than those without
disabilities to have participated in recreational activities or sports in the last 12 months
(Employment and Social Development Canada, 2025) and twice as likely to be inactive
than people without disabilities (Activity Alliance, 2024). This is because they face many
barriers, such as physical, social, and emotional challenges (Martin Ginis et al., 2021; Xu et al.,
2020; Arbour-Nicitopoulos et al., 2021). These barriers can make it hard for them to feel like
they belong in their communities. Sometimes, they are excluded from regular recreation

programs and have to participate in separate facilities (Dattilo et al., 2019; Mobily & Johnson,
2021).




A survey led by Engage Nova Scotia in 2019 found that persons with disabilities are much
less likely to exercise regularly or use community facilities such as recreation centres

and parks. They also find it harder to get to these places and often say that the cost of
programs stops them from joining in.

Call to Change

Persons with disabilities want to enjoy recreational activities with their friends and family, or
in places close to home. Researchers recommend that making recreational environments
more inclusive is important. This means creating spaces where everyone can participate
together, regardless of their abilities (Strumbo et al., 2011; Gallant et al., 2019).

National frameworks have also emphasized the importance of physical activity and
recreation. For example, A Common Vision for Increasing Physical Activity and Reducing
Sedentary Living in Canada: Let’s Get Moving (2018) released by the federal, provincial
and territorial Ministers responsible for sport, physical activity and recreation, is a policy
framework and call to action to increase physical activity and reduce sedentary living. The
Common Vision notes that communities and residents can work with persons living with
physical, intellectual, sensory, behavioral, developmental, and other disabilities and those
experiencing other challenges, including mental health problems and illnesses to address
barriers to physical activity (Federal/Provincial/Territorial Physical Activity and Recreation
Committee, 2018, p. 40).

In addition, the Framework for Recreation in Canada, was designed to stimulate
coordinated policies and practices in recreation in provinces and territories. A goal of

this framework is to increase inclusion and access to recreation for populations that

face constraints to their participation (Canadian Parks and Recreation Association/
Interprovincial Sport and Recreation Council, 2015). All provinces and territories endorsed
the document, except for Quebec. In 2017, Quebec published the Policy on Physical
Activity, Sport, and Recreation: Quebecers on the Move!, a policy that promotes physically
active lifestyles for all Quebecers.

The Role of the Municipality

This Guide outlines the first set of practices for persons with disabilities since the Municipal
Government Policy Guidelines (no longer in print) were published in 1991 by the Canadian
Parks and Recreation Association with the assistance of Dr. Renée Lyons.
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Across Canada, many municipalities provide recreational activities for all residents,
including those with disabilities. This involves using Universal Design principles to make
outdoor spaces accessible and training staff to support inclusion. By offering both
structured and unstructured recreational opportunities, municipalities can help people
feel a sense of belonging, enjoy activities, have choices, and feel free. This contributes to a
better quality of life for everyone (Dattilo et al., 2019; Mobily & Johnson, 2021).

Municipal governments can play many important roles in making their communities
vibrant and accessible. They can act as service providers, leaders, champions, partners,
employers, investors, or conveners. This is because municipalities are close to people and
can raise awareness about important social issues in their cormmunities (Torjman & Leviten-
Reid, 2003). In addition, municipalities must think about accessibility when designing new
buildings, fixing parks or trails, planning land use, and setting up programs and services
(NS Department of Justice, 2018; Kovac, 2019).

As more municipalities across Canada work toward these goals, this Guide offers helpful
ideas and recommendations. These ideas can help reduce unnecessary work and improve
the quality of recreational activities for everyone.

Methods

This Guide was created by listening to persons with disabilities, their caregivers, and
municipal staff from all over Canada. It provides a genuine look at how well municipal
recreation departments include persons with disabilities. We appreciate the time, personal
experiences, and expertise that many people shared to help make this Guide.

Here is a more detailed explanation of how this Guide was developed:

Consensus Panel

In 2024, a group called the Consensus Panel was formed. This group included community
representatives, municipal staff, researchers, and persons with disabilities. They met in
person in Ottawa from September 24 to 25, 2024, and online numerous times in 2024

and 2025 to review the information collected and the various draft versions of the Guide.
Between these meetings, the group was surveyed several times to gather more opinions
and feedback on the Guide's purpose, evidence, and drafts. We appreciate the extensive
time and expertise that the Consensus Panel members contributed to this project.
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Consensus Panel Members

>

>

Alicia Souveny, Individual with a Disability and Physiotherapist

Alynn Skalicky, Municipal Expert and Certified Therapeutic Recreation
Specialist (CTRS), City of Regina

Dave Sora, Co-Founder, Center for Accessible Sport and Play
Emily George, Executive Director, Recreation Manitoba
Fowzi Hersi, Policy Analyst, Public Health Agency of Canada
Heather Craig, Cormmunity Project Liaison, City of Edmonton

Janet Lawson, PhD, Assistant Professor, Faculty of Kinesiology and Recreation
Management, University of Manitoba

Jason King, Senior Policy Analyst, Public Health Agency of Canada

Keiko Shikako, PhD, Associate Professor, McGill University

Kerri Jack, Inclusion and Accessibility Coordinator, Recreation Nova Scotia
Laurie Muise, Recreation Officer, Town of Oromocto, New Brunswick
Lindsay Johnston, Recreation Manager, Village of Teslin, Yukon

Meredith Wing, Graduate Student, Queen'’s University

Mike Arthur, Chair, Active Abilities Canada

Moni Lowe, Executive Director, Recreation Opportunities for Children (ROC)
Eastman, Manitoba

Mubina Jaffer, Manager, Training and Education, Abilities Centre, Whitby

Rebecca Thandi, Municipal Recreation Expert, British Colombia

Sarah Lawrason, PhD, Evaluation Specialist, Canadian Disability Participation Project
Sarah Ane, Director of Policy and Partnerships, Parks and Recreation Ontario
Shelley Hassard, Municipal Expert, Yukon

Tracy Stevenson, Municipal Recreation Expert, Prince Edward Island

Trisha Rose, Accessibility and Inclusion Facilitator, City of St. John's,
Newfoundland and Labrador
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Focus Groups

Six focus groups from 2024-2025 were held to understand how well recreational activities
are available for persons with disabilities in Canada. Twenty people participated in these
sessions, including five persons with disabillities, five caregivers, and ten staff members
from municipal recreation departments. These participants came from 18 different
municipalities across five provinces: Ontario, British Columbia, Nova Scotia, Newfoundland,
and Alberta. The goal of these sessions was to learn about the current state of recreational
opportunities for persons with disabilities.

Rapid Scoping Reviews

Our researchers completed five rapid scoping reviews, one for each of the following
areas of practice: programming, built environment, workplace culture, staff training, and
partnerships. The rapid scoping review method was utilized to gather and summarize
existing research in a timely manner. Multiple academic databases with the help of a
librarian were accessed, and key search terms were optimized.

Existing Resource Adaptation

Based on knowledge of existing resources and literature, three resources were presented to
the Consensus Panel to be used in the Guide. Using a research method called Adolopment
allows for organizations and researchers to adopt existing guidelines exactly as they are,
adapt them by making some changes, or develop new recommendations from scratch.
Our Consensus Panel chose to adapt the three resources below for the following areas of
practice.

Area of Practice: Communication

Area of Practice: Evaluation
Disability and Physical Activity Program Evaluation Toolkit

Area of Practice: Persuading Decision-Makers

Investing in Sport, Physical Activity, and Recreation: How to Influence Decision-
Makers Toolkit

We thank the authors of these resources for their support. Please contact Active Abilities
Canada at info@activeabilities.ca for author citations.
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Additional Consultation

Drafts were sent across Canada for feedback through a survey. Survey respondents
represented all provinces and territories and included municipal recreation professionals,
persons with disabilities, and caregivers. Based on the feedback received, changes were
made to the Guide.

How to Use the Guide

As municipalities come in varying sizes and have different needs and capacity, this Guide
can be used in many ways:

» Educational Tool

» Municipal Planning Guide

» Action/Strategy Planning

» List of Ideas for Inclusion

» Staff Training Resource

» Tool for Long-Term Change

» Accountability Checklist

» Awareness and Advocacy Tool

» Endorsed/Adopted by Municipal Council

14




Glossary of Terms

To help you understand the Guide better, we have included a glossary of terms used
throughout the document. The way we talk about disability is very personal and can
change over time. The definitions we provide might not perfectly match everyone's

experiences, but they reflect the practices and current understanding of disability.

Allyship is a relationship dynamic between allies and persons with disabilities where there
is a shared commitment to dismantling systems of disability oppression.

Accommodation is the modification of a work environment and the creation of a
welcoming workplace for employees so that they can perform job functions efficiently and
safely. Accommodation should be a forethought and intentional.

Accessibility is the foundation that allows everyone to be included. Inclusion helps create
meaningful experiences. When these experiences happen regularly, they lead to high-
quality participation.

Adapted physical activity: Sports, games, exercise, or physical activity programs that are
modified so persons with disabilities can fully participate.

Area of practice is an overarching theme or category of how-to strategies for disability
inclusion in Municipal recreation. There are eight areas of practice in this Guide, and dozens
or more how-to strategies in each area.

Capacity building is the process by which individuals, groups, organizations, and
communities increase their abilities to perform core functions, solve problems, define and
achieve objectives and understand their development needs in a sustainable way and
broader context.

Disability refers to any kind of impairment that affects how someone’s body or mind
works. This can include seeing, hearing, mobility, flexibility, dexterity, developmental,
mental health, memory, learning, pain, and unknown disabilities. It can be something that
lasts forever, happens sometimes, or is temporary. Even if you can't see it, a disability can
make it harder for someone to fully participate in society because of barriers they might
face. For definitions of disability types, please visit Statistics Canada’s Canadian Survey on

Disability, 2022: Concepts and Methods Guide.

Evaluation: A planned process to collect and analyze information to see how well a
program works and to guide ongoing improvement.

How-to strategies are specific instructions or actions.
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Inclusion means making sure everyone can take part in activities, programs, events, or
roles to the best of their ability.

Incidental physical activity: Everyday activities that involve movement, such as walking to
school or helping at home. These are usually light-intensity forms of activity.

Inclusive physical activity: Physical activity programs where persons with and without
disabilities participate together in the same activities.

Indicator: A number or observation that shows something important about a program,
such as participation rates, behaviours, or community outcomes.

Interview: A directed conversation used to gather detailed information from a person
about their experiences or opinions. They can be face-to-face, by phone, or online, and can
follow set questions or be more open-ended.

Integrated physical activity: Physical activity programs or settings where persons
with disabilities are brought into a program that has been designed for persons without
disabilities.

Intersectionality is a framework for understanding how a person’s various social
identities—such as gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender identity, disability,
class—combine to create unique experiences of both advantage and disadvantage.

Light physical activity: Intentional activities that require little effort and do not cause
noticeable changes in breathing, such as slow walking or easy stretching.

Measure: A tool or set of questions used to describe and compare different parts of a
program or behaviour being studied.

Medical model of disability: The language of the medical model is medical and clinical.
Disability is perceived as an impairment in a body function that is inherently pathological,
and the goal is to return the function to as close to “normal” as possible.

Moderate to vigorous physical activity: Activities that take more effort and make
participants breathe harder and feel warmer or tired, such as running, swimming, or
playing soccer.

Neurodiverse refers to how thought patterns and behavioural traits vary in humans.
“Neurodivergent” can describe persons on the autism spectrum and anyone who
experiences neurologically different patterns of thought or behaviour.

Outcome: A result or change tracked during a project or program to see if it made
a difference.
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Physical activity: Any movement of the body that uses energy and increases heart rate
and breathing.

Program: A set of planned activities or events designed to help people or communities
achieve a goal.

Questionnaire/survey: A set of questions used to collect information about people’s
characteristics, attitudes, or behaviours. These can be done on paper, onling, or through
interviews.

RE-AIM: A framework for measuring the public impact of health or recreation programs.
The five parts are Reach, Effectiveness, Adoption, Implementation, and Maintenance.

Social model of disability: Disability is seen as one aspect of a person’s identity, much like
gender, race/ethnicity, etc. From this perspective, the way to address disability is to change
the environment and society, rather than people with disabilities.

Structured physical activity: Planned and organized activities such as fitness classes,
sports practices, or swimming lessons.

Target population: The specific group of people that a program or evaluation is designed
to impact or represent.

Unstructured physical activity: Spontaneous, self-guided movement or play, such as
playground games, free swimming, or unplanned use of parks and recreation spaces.

Person(s) with disabilities refer to individuals who have some kind of impairment that
affects how their body or mind works. This includes physical, mental, intellectual, learning,
communication, or sensory challenges. These challenges can be permanent, temporary,
or happen from time to time. Even if you can't see it, a disability can make it harder for
someone to fully participate in society because of barriers they face. It's important to say
“person with a disability” because the person is not defined by their disability; they are
individuals who happen to have a disability.

Quality participation is an individual’s perception that their participation in an activity,
program, event, or role has been positive, satisfying, and enjoyable.
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Universal design is a way of creating products, buildings and outdoor spaces, and
environments that are easy for everyone to use, no matter their age, size, or ability. It means
designing things so that they are accessible and useful to as many people as possible
without needing special changes. It's not just about helping persons with disabilities; it's
about creating good design that benefits everyone. For example, automatic doors are
helpful not just for people in wheelchairs, but also for parents with strollers or people
carrying heavy bags.

Visitability is a way of designing homes and buildings so that they are easy for everyone
to visit, especially people with mobility issues. This means including simple accessibility
features that make it possible for visitors to enter and move around the main floor easily.

18




Area of Practice: Partnerships

Partnerships are key to creating inclusive, accessible recreation opportunities for everyone
in the community, including persons with disabilities. Working with local organizations,
advocates, and other government levels helps municipalities share resources, coordinate
efforts, and change attitudes about disability. These relationships not only improve
program quality but also make better use of existing community assets.

Executive Summary

There are many evidence-informed practices to develop, maintain, and apply partnerships
within the recreation sector. These strategies are divided into the following four groups:

1. Building Effective Partnerships: Here, you will find tips on steps to take to foster
partnerships with local groups and individuals.

2. Clear and Accessible Communication: This section describes strategies that
support accessible and inclusive communication.

3. Engaging the Community: Here, you will learn tips on how to engage with local
groups and community members.

4. Measuring and Sustaining Success: This section helps you determine how to
evaluate and sustain your partnerships.

How-to Strategies

Building Effective Partnerships

» Take time to build relationships with local groups and individuals who share your
goals. Consider developing a written agreement between partners so roles and
responsibilities are clear.

» Know the purpose of each partnership—whether it's about funding, training, shared
facilities, mutual learning, referrals or evaluation.

» Identify experts and partners who bring valuable skills or resources. Keep track of
them in a simple database. This information is also helpful when writing a grant
proposal, as many grants require partners to apply.

» For example, join the daily newsletter from the Sport Information Resource
Centre (SIRC) to help identify partners, experts, and for the latest research
and resources.
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» Bring in partners from different sectors and levels of government early in planning.
» Be clear about partnership roles, contributions, and limits.
» Create a standardized yet flexible framework for partnership development to ensure
fairness and consistency.
Clear and Accessible Communication

» Make sure your communications—online or otherwise—work for everyone, including
persons with disabilities.

» Collaborate with IT and communications teams to meet accessibility standards.
» Keep information straightforward and updated regularly.

» Share messages through multiple channels—web, social media, print, word of
mouth, radio, or trusted community networks.

» See Area of Practice: Communication for more tips.

Engaging the Community
» Involve persons with disabilities directly in program planning, delivery, and review.
» Invite disability organizations and recreation groups to help shape policy.
» Develop community champions who can inspire others to participate.

» Check in regularly with partners to keep collaboration strong and aligned.

Measuring and Sustaining Success

» Evaluate how well partnerships enhance participation and overall community
impact.

» See Area of Practice: Evaluation for more tips.

» Use evaluation results to refine programs and support long-term growth and
funding.
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Success Story

Fredericton, New Brunswick

Wendy (she/her) leads Accessible NB, a program of Ability New Brunswick that helps
communities, businesses, and organizations make accessibility part of everything they

do. She knows that many people want to advance disability inclusion but need guidance
on wWhere to begin. Accessible NB fills that role by offering tools, expertise, and ongoing
collaboration. The team has created a comprehensive resource database and an evidence-
based accessibility audit tool, developed with input from experts and people with lived
experience of disability. These tools help municipalities, recreation departments, and other
partners design inclusive buildings, programs, and events from the ground up.

For Wendy and her team, building long-term, trusting relationships is just as important
as the technical work. They stay in close contact with partners, provide helpful follow-ups,
share funding opportunities, and offer letters of support. Every new project starts with
listening—understanding each community's goals and priorities before planning next
steps. Even when projects are paused, the team helps maintain progress by suggesting
small, achievable actions that keep accessibility on the agenda. They also highlight
partners’ successes by sharing their stories publicly to inspire others.

Beyond her leadership role, Wendy is deeply involved in the broader accessibility network.
She sits on multiple committees across New Brunswick and Canada, keeping pace

with changes in accessibility standards and policies. These connections allow her to link
people and projects, helping grow a community of practice committed to inclusion and
accessibility.
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Please contact Active Abilities Canada
at info@activeabilities.ca for a list of the
references used in this Guide.

Acti\*/;g Abilities
Canada
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