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The CDPP is an alliance of university, public,
private and government sector partners
working together to enhance community
participation among Canadians with physical
disabilities. The research team for this project
has expertise in exercise psychology,
disability, and physical activity.

Quality Participation in Military
Veterans with an Acquired
Physical Disability
Importance of Physical Activity
Physical activity (PA) is key for maintaining health,
whether it be physical, social, or psychological.1 It is
particularly important for persons with physical
disabilities, who, despite experiencing higher rates
of inactivity comorbidities (i.e., obesity, diabetes, and
coronary heart disease), exhibit low PA participation
and maintenance rates.2 Past research analyzed the
development of PA in different populations such as
youth3; athletes4; and athletes with disabilities.5,6
However, few studies have examined how
individuals with physical disabilities—particularly
those with acquired disabilities—maintain PA longterm, after initial exposure.

Fostering Long-Term Physical
Activity Participation
To bridge this research gap, CDPP researchers,
Doctors Latimer-Cheung and Shirazipour, examined
the pathways through which military veterans with a
physical disability participated in PA, from the time
of their injury to present.7 Researchers interviewed
veterans who had successfully maintained PA longterm to determine how and why they stayed active
and which elements of quality participation (QP)
helped them do so.7
Researchers defined QP using the Quality Parasport
Participation Framework (QPPF), left, which
identifies six experiential elements (i.e., building
blocks) of quality PA participation: autonomy,
meaning, challenge, engagement, belongingness,
and mastery.7,8
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AUTONOMY

Having independence,
choice, control

BELONGINGNESS

Feeling included, accepted,
respected, part of the group

CHALLENGE

Feeling appropriately tested

Resesarchers analyzed interview data to determine
whether the building blocks of QP influenced the
transition between pathway phases.7 Of the six
building blocks, belongingness, mastery, challenge,
and meaning were the most influential in
supporting these transitions.7 The individual
meanings of these elements differed for each
participant at each point in their PA pathway, but
overall, influenced continued participation as
follows:

Belongingness

MASTERY

Veterans achieved belongingness through including
family members and peers in their PA journeys.7
Belongingness allowed for strengthening of family
dynamics post-disability acquisition and provided
veterans with a sense of community and acceptance
after their injury, particularly if they could not return
to active military duty.7

Feeling a sense of achievement,
accomplishment, competence

Mastery and Challenge

ENGAGEMENT

Being in-the-moment, focused,
absorbed, fascinated
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Elements of Quality Participation

MEANING

Contributing toward obtaining a personal
or socially meaningful goal; feeling a sense

CDPP researchers analyzed existing interviews with
18 military veterans with a physical disability across
the US, UK, and Canada. Researchers used interviews
to develop PA participation timelines from
childhood to present. Timelines not only included
PA participation, but also individual life milestones
(i.e., graduation, marriage, joining the military, etc.)
and psychosocial elements of PA (i.e., environment
of programs compared with desired environment,
outcomes of participation, PA goals, etc.).9
After developing the timelines, researchers analyzed
them for commonalities. Researchers used common
themes across different participants’ timelines to
discover four experiential elements of QP and three
long-term pathways through which military veterans
with an acquired disability not only initiate PA, but
also maintain PA long-term.7

Mastery and challenge were typically present
together. In Pathways 1 and 2, veterans sought
mastery and challenge through attempting and
mastering new challenges.7 In Pathway 3, they
continued to learn new sports, seeking challenge
and mastery in each new experience.7

Meaning
Initially, participants derived meaning from personal
goal achievement.7 As they progressed through their
PA journey, participants derived meaning from
prosocial responsibility, often taking on coaching,
mentorship, and leadership roles.7 Interestingly,
veterans viewed their roles as mentors or advocates
as being pivotal to their military identities.7
Given their key role in supporting continued PA
participation, we recommend developers
incorporate experiential elements of QP into
programming. When developing programs, policies,
and practices; distributing resources; and providing
coaching education, program providers should
incorporate the building blocks of QP to promote
quality experiences and foster continued PA
participation among adults with an acquired
disability.
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Pathways for Long-Term Physical
Activity Participation
Pathway 1 consists of four phases: rehabilitation,
competitive opportunity or program invitation,
seeking new programs or higher levels of
competition, and mentorship and continued
parasport participation.7 Participants typically
entered this pathway if they had recently been
injured in combat.7
Pathway 1 (High-level parasport pathway):
• Phase 1 – Veterans introduced to PA through
rehabilitation facilities
• Phase 2 – Veterans transitioned to
competitive parasport opportunities or
invitations to parasport programs
• Phase 3 – Veterans sought new programs or a
more competitive environment, including
taking specialization approaches
• Phase 4 – Veterans continued sport
participation but took on additional
mentorship/coaching or advocacy/activist
roles

Pathway 3 consists of only one phase: continuously
seeking new programs for participation. Participants
typically entered this pathway if they experienced
noncombat injuries or progressive conditions.7
Pathway 3 (Recreational pathway):
• Phase 1 – Veterans received invitations from
military sport programs, and sought out
different programs and activities for
engaging in PA
Understanding how military veterans maintain PA
highlights the need for program providers to
transition from a focus on PA initiation to promoting
long-term PA participation.7 By considering the
different pathways through which veterans maintain
PA long-term, program providers can foster
environments and experiences which promote
continued, quality participation among adults with
an acquired physical disability. Below is a visual
representation of the three pathways.

Pathway 2 consists of three phases: vicarious
experience or clinic invitation, further opportunities
for success, and mentorship and continued sport
participation.7 Participants typically entered this
pathway if they experienced noncombat injuries or
progressive conditions.7
Pathway 2 (High-level parasport pathway):
• Phase 1 – Veterans introduced to PA through
vicarious experience or program invitation
• Phase 2 – Veterans sought greater
competitions through seeking either new
sports or civilian programs
• Phase 3 – Veterans continued participation
through prosocial activities such as
mentorship/coaching or advocacy/activist
roles
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Pathway 1 : High-level Parasport Pathway

Desire further
challenge

Desire challenge,
mastery, and meaning

Desire challenge
and mastery

Pathway 2 : High-level Parasport Pathway

Transition

Transition

Desire further
challenge and mastery

Desire challenge,
mastery, and meaning

Pathway 3 : Recreational Pathway

Continuous desire for mastery and belongingness
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In Summary
Our research identified four elements of QP that
support long-term PA participation in military
veterans with an acquired physical disability and
three pathways of long-term PA participation.
These findings highlight the need for the adapted
PA field to shift its focus from initiation and
awareness to exploring how initiation and
awareness become continued, long-term
engagement.7 We recommend program providers
consider integrating our findings in the
development of programs, research, and
frameworks that promote long-term PA
participation. By understanding the experiential
elements of QP that encourage continued PA
engagement, we hope that program providers can
successfully promote long-term PA participation
for adults with acquired disabilities.

References
1.

2.

3.

4.
5.

6.

7.

8.

This KT bulletin was prepared by Hannah Strasdin,
Stephanie M. Flood, MSc, and reviewed by Celina
Shirazipour, PhD, University of California, Los Angeles

9.

November, 2021 – Version 1.0

Carroll, D. D., Courtney-Long, E. A., Stevens, A. C., Sloan,
M. L., Lullo, C., Visser, S. N., Fox, M. H., Armour, B. S.,
Campbell, V. A., Brown, D. R., Dorn, J. M., & Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (2014). Vital signs:
disability and physical activity—United States, 20092012. MMWR. Morbidity and mortality weekly report,
63(18), 407-413
Martin, J. J. (2013). Benefits and barriers to physical
activity for individuals with disabilities: A socialrelational model of disability perspective. Disability and
Rehabilitation, 35(24), 2030–2037.
https://doi.org/10.3109/09638288.2013.
Côté, J., & Vierimaa, M. (2014). The developmental model
of sport participation: 15 years after its first
conceptualization. Science & Sports, 29S, 563–569.
Balyi, I., Way, R., & Higgs, C. (2013). Long-term athlete
development. Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.
Dehghansai, N., Lemez, S., Wattie, N., & Baker, J. (2017a).
A systematic review of influences on development of
athletes with disabilities. Human Kinetics, 34(1), 72–90.
https://doi.org/10.1123/APAQ.2016-0030
Dehghansai, N., Lemez, S., Wattie, N., & Baker, J. (2017b).
Training and development of Canadian wheelchair
basketball players. European Journal of Sport Science,
17(5), 511–518.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2016.1276636
Shirazipour, C. H., & Latimer-Cheung, A. E. (2021).
Pathways for long-term physical activity participation for
military veterans with a physical disability. Adapted
Physical Activity Quarterly, 38, 1–24.
https://doi.org/10.1123/apaq.2019-0133
Evans, A., Shirazipour, C., Allan, V., Zanhour, M., Sweet, S.,
Martin Ginis, K., & Latimer- Cheung, A. (2018).
Integrating insights from the parasport community to
understand optimal experiences: The quality parasport
participation framework. Psychology of Sport and
Exercise, 37, 79–90.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2018.04.009
Shirazipour, C.H., Evans, M.B., Caddick, N., Smith, B.,
Aiken, A.B., Martin Ginis, K.A., &Latimer-Cheung, A.E.
(2017). Quality participation experiences in the physical
activity domain: Perspectives of veterans with a physical
disability. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 29, 40–50.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2016.11.007

This bulletin was supported by a Partnership Grant from the Social
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (grant number 8952013-1021) for the Canadian Disability Participation Project
(www.cdpp.ca).

,~~cdpp
Canadian Disability Participation Project
.-,,

I~

1.epmjet cana,Hen sm la pacticipation sociale
des personnes en situation de handicap

l ♦I

Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada

Conseil de recherches en
sciences humaines du Canada

cdpp.ca

Canada

