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Chapter Summary 

Individuals living in poverty face a number of challenges that interfere with their ability to create or engage in meaningful 

leisure and recreation experiences. Although limited access to finances is often the most cited constraint to leisure and 

recreation participation among those living in poverty, there are a wide range of other constraints on participation: limited 

leisure skills; knowledge and interests; discriminatory policies; feelings of guilt and shame; and, poor physical, social and 

mental wellbeing. Despite the vast array of policies, subsidized programming and supports that the recreation profession and 

allied professionals have made available, low-income families continue to struggle to access and create leisure experiences. 

This case study highlights the innovation of a community-based leisure education delivery system to help low-income families 

learn about leisure, develop the necessary skills, knowledge, capacities and resources, and gain access to a wide range of 

leisure and recreation experiences in enhance their leisure repertoire. The success of the agency is embedded in their invested 

stakeholders, their ability to utilize existing community leisure recreation resources, and their focus on teaching for and 

through leisure. Because of this agency’s unique approach, the application of leisure education at the community level has 

positively impacted not only the child, but the family unit and community as well.  

 

Learning Objectives:  

By the end of this case study, the reader will be able to: 

1. Explore the context of poverty in community recreation practices. 
2. Examine the challenges associated with subsidized programming and policies for low-income populations. 
3. Assess leisure education in the context of community recreation delivery systems. 
4. Identify the ways in which community-based leisure education can positively influence low-income families’ wellbeing 

and leisure and recreation participation. 
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The Issue, Opportunity or Trend 

Leisure is often promoted as essential to personal and collective wellbeing. While it is known that leisure can enhance quality 

of life, those living in poverty often have limited leisure experiences. Children living in poverty are less likely to succeed in 

school, and are at higher risk of health issues, developmental delays, and behavioural disorders (Dominique, 2008). Poverty 

also makes it more difficult for families to access essential resources needed to support healthy childhood development—

including leisure and recreation activities.  

 

Limited recreation participation among low-income populations can be influenced by a number of factors. Grants that once 

supported and sustained organizations have dwindled, and in some cases, important supports for individuals living in poverty 

have disappeared (Tirone, 2003). Research has established that leisure and recreation participation is hindered because those 

living in poverty do not live close to recreation resources and they lack reliable transportation (Scott, 2013). Those living in 

poverty are less likely to travel, spend money on leisure, participate in the arts and visit museums, participate in outdoor 

recreation activities, exercise during leisure time, and are less likely to use publicly funded park and recreation resources 

(Scott, 2013). In addition, Trussell and Mair (2010) found that “many low-income participants feel unwelcome when they 

enter a community center and experience degrading treatment by some of the staff and other participants” (p. 517). Potential 

participants face other barriers including limited access to telephone or internet registration systems, cost of transportation, 

lack of childcare options and fear of going out in unsafe neighbourhoods, and publicly declaring low-income status in order to 

be eligible for subsidies (Frisby & Hoeber, 2002; Havitz, Samdahl & Morden, 2004; Kholsa, 2008; Reid & Golden, 2005; Tirone 

2003).  

 

In turn, the recreation profession has developed a number of programs, policies and procedures to address the constraints on 

recreation participation among those living in poverty. For example, fee assistance programs were developed to help reduce 

the financial costs in hopes of encouraging involvement in the recreation programming (Scott & McCarville, 2008). Typically, 

fee assistance programs either provide a dollar amount with which the clients could purchase program entry or they arrange a 

discount/price reduction (Scott & McCarville, 2008). While fee assistance programs are intended to ease the financial burden 

associated with recreation programming, their target population may not be fully utilizing these programs. McCarville (2008) 

found that potential participants experienced the application process to be onerous and complicated. Another study found 

that although fee assistance programs aided the cost of the leisure activity, it was difficult for participants to pay additional 

costs such as those for a babysitter. It was also noted that transportation schedules and costs were an issue (Scott & 

McCarville, 2008).  

 

While fee assistance programs intend to help those in need, people living in poverty may feel exposed, judged and vulnerable 

when participating in assistance programs (Trussell & Mair, 2010). Scott & McCarville (2008) found that in order to receive any 

assistance, the potential participant had to provide “proof” of poverty, which was defined by the organization or higher levels 

of government. This was done by completing a lengthy application process that was only required of those looking to access 

the fee assistance program. This process fostered feelings of discrimination and lacked privacy because the participant was 

forced to disclose her income before any chance of receiving the assistance. Once sufficient need had been established, it was 

common that the assistance program limited the options available for recreation programming.  
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In the context of subsidized programming, researchers have argued that in the case of community sport clubs, and focus on 

middle-class preferences and less on the needs and desires of underprivileged children and youth have contributed to high 

dropout rates among low-income populations (Edwards, Bocarro, & Kanters, 2011). In addition, the location and distribution 

of these programs are often out of reach for children and youth living in low-income contexts. Though public and private 

sector funding has been invested in recreation and sport policy to reduce exclusion, low-income children and youth are less 

likely to benefit from these sport and recreation programs. Government cutbacks have forced public and non-profit recreation 

agencies to reduce supports for low-income populations (Tirone, 2003). In addition, a number of corporate grants for 

recreation participation are specific to sport, which limits funding for other activities that are related to arts, drama, culture 

and other non-sport activities. 

 

While community recreation services have attempted to alleviate some of the challenges faced by those in poverty, they do 

not address the needed skills, knowledge and attitudes that also influence participation in leisure activities. This being the 

case, Recreation Opportunities for Children Inc. Eastman (ROC) has embraced a leisure education service delivery system to 

facilitate low-income families’ access to leisure and recreation activities. The goal of this case study was to explore the impact 

of a community-based leisure education program on low-income families’ leisure participation.  

The Innovation 

Case Context 

Canada has one of the highest poverty rates for individuals and families 

among the wealthy developed nations (Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development [OECD], 2008). In 2011, between 8.8 and 

12.6% of people in Canada were living in poverty (Citizens for Public 

Justice, 2013). That means that nearly 2.7 million Canadians lack 

adequate access to basic resources such as food, housing and clothing. Of 

those living in poverty, there are particularly vulnerable groups such as 

Aboriginal populations, women, single parents, people of colour, people 

with disabilities, and recent immigrants to Canada (Raphael, 2011). 

Although the poverty rate is different in each province of Canada, 

Manitoba has the highest poverty rates for children and female lone-

parent families (Raphael).  

 

To address the issues associated with poverty and recreation, the 

Government of Manitoba’s Ministry of Children and Youth Opportunity 

created a pilot project to fund community recreation projects that would 

work on-one-on with families living in poverty to help them access 

recreation opportunities. As a result of this pilot funding, (ROC) Eastman was developed as a non-profit organization. The 

primary goal of the organization is to directly help families living in poverty in the Eastman region of Manitoba, Canada 

(see image 1) overcome constraints to leisure and recreation opportunities. 

 

(Special Olympics Manitoba, 2015) 
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Knowing that poverty is complex and creates a number of constraints on accessing recreation beyond just limited finances, 

ROC worked closely with allied professionals, parents from low-income families, and researchers to create a delivery system 

to address the following challenges:  

 

1. Financial capacity. It was evident that low-income families have limited financial resources to engage in leisure and 
recreation experiences (i.e. fees, equipment, supplies, and transportation). However, they also have limited 
knowledge and awareness of what financial resources are available and   the processes involved in attaining funds.  
 

2. Limited parental engagement. Poverty can create a number of hurdles that limit parents’ involvement in their 
children’s leisure and recreation. It was apparent that some parents had limited time, knowledge, skills, confidence, 
and motivation to support their child’s recreation and leisure interests.   
 

3. Limited leisure exposure. Poverty can limit participation in leisure in a number of ways and it was evident the children 
didn’t have a large leisure repertoire, which also meant that children lacked the necessary skills, interests, and 
attitudes to create meaningful leisure experiences.  
 

4. Limited community engagement. Often an overlooked challenge, community engagement can be problematic for 
families living in poverty. For example, families can be isolated in pockets of low-income neighbourhoods that isolate 
them from other parts of the community. Poverty can also create feelings of shame that enhance social isolation. For 
example, parents and children limit their engagement in public spaces, such as recreation facilities, parks and 
playgrounds. 
 

5. Geographic isolation. In some cases, families were living in rural and remote communities and regions and were faced 
with distance and transportation issues. As a result, rural families lacked the resources needed to travel to 
communities where structured recreation activities took place.   
 

Stakeholders Involved 

While ROC is a small organization, there are a many different stakeholders involved in the planning and operation of its 

services. Structured as a non-profit organization, ROC is governed by a volunteer board of directors. The board members are 

volunteers with a wide range of knowledge and experience in various fields, such as child welfare, business management, and 

recreation management. The board guides major decisions in the organization, provides strategic direction and supports 

fundraising projects. In addition, the Province of Manitoba’s Recreation Services Branch, a department within the Ministry of 

Child and Youth Opportunities, provides a recreation consultant to sit on the board. To conduct their daily operations, ROC 

has two staff members, the Executive Director (ED) and the Family Recreation Practitioner (FRP). The ED is responsible for 

assisting in development and implementation of the referral process for new participants, overseeing research regarding 

recreation trends, needs, benefits and utilize that information to strategize for long term planning for ROC, and working with 

the Board to set short, medium and long term organizational goals for ROC. The Family Recreation Practitioner (FRP) is the 

primary contact between ROC and the families. The FRP makes contact with the families and develops individual participant 

recreation plans based on the leisure assessment results. He or she also implements the leisure education program with the 

children and families, coordinates the children’s recreation opportunities and assists the family in implementing the plans as 

required, such as activity registration.  
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In addition to the board and staff, referral agencies are a key stakeholder in terms of gaining access to families in need. 

Locating families in need is a complex process and one that relies on ROC’s relationships with community agencies (referrals), 

specifically agencies that work closely with families living in poverty. Families in ROC have been referred to the organization 

through several different sources. These include school resource teachers, immigration coordinators, local employers, 

employment training service providers, and community members.  

Approach Used and the Impact  

The innovation of this case study is ROC’s delivery system, an outreach-based approach that utilizes the principles of leisure 

education to support low-income families’ leisure and recreation participation. Leisure education is a process designed to 

enhance the leisure experiences of various populations. Most leisure education programs are facilitated by professionals with 

experience in therapeutic recreation (Trenberth, 2005); however, it has been argued that leisure education needs to be part 

of community recreation services (Nichols, 1990; Sivan & Ruskin, 2000). There is a recognized need for leisure education 

services and programs in communities (Son, Shinew & Harvey, 2011). ROC has developed a leisure education delivery system, 

whereby all services and resources are embedded in the principles of leisure education. Meaning, instead of providing direct 

programming or funding, ROC has created a series of learning sessions (see topics below) and activity sampling opportunities 

so that families can learn about leisure, its benefits, the resources available, as well as gain skills and enhance their own self-

development. The intention is that through leisure education, families will develop the skills, knowledge and confidence to 

address their health and wellbeing needs through personally meaningful leisure pursuits.  

 

ROC’s delivery system is founded on the principles of leisure education, specifically nurturing the necessary skills, attitudes 

and self-awareness needed to create leisure. Working closely with low-income families, ROC’s delivery system focuses on two 

major components: 1) Activity sampling, and 2) Leisure learning sessions.   

 

Activity sampling provides children with the opportunity to try a wide range of activities. Through activity sampling, children 

are given the opportunity to go through the decision-making process so that they learn how to access community leisure 

resources that support their desired leisure experiences. The activity sampling component of the delivery system is not 

designed to provide the child with a sustained exposure to a specific activity. Rather, the purpose is to provide the opportunity 

for participants to experience the activity in a positive fashion and to learn about the various avenues through which the basic 

activity can be pursued. Through activity sampling, children will become more aware of themselves, what leisure experiences 

have meaning to them, the role of leisure in their quality of life, and gain skills associated with planning and engaging in 

leisure. ROC utilizes existing community recreation programs, services and resources, rather than providing the programming 

and experiences themselves.  

 

In conjunction with activity sampling, ROC provides each family eight one-on-one leisure-learning sessions that are led by 

ROC’s Family Recreation Practitioner. Families living in low-income contexts face a wide number of constraints on recreation 

participation, so the program has been developed to focus on the needs of each family and family member. Parents are a 

critical facilitator of their family’s leisure engagement; therefore, it is important that parents and children engage in the 

program together. Each session of the program is the same for each family, but all activities in each session allow for 

individual exploration, both in terms of the “self” and of “leisure.” The program is designed so that each session builds off of 

the last one. The sessions are in a specific order so that the learning outcomes from each session can be applied to the next. 
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Each session has a topic, goal, specific objectives, leisure education tools and games. To create a fun and interactive learning 

environment, ROC uses custom-designed leisure education games (board and card games) and activities to achieve the goals 

and objectives of each session. Each session concludes with a series of debriefing questions discussed with the family unit. 

Facilitators select which tools and games they feel would be most appropriate to use with each family. 

 

A family may remain involved with ROC for 12 to 18 months as the children participate in several activities of their choice. The 

eight leisure-learning sessions are completed within the first four to six months of a family’s involvement with the 

organization. Although the initial recreation activities are financially supported by ROC, the program is designed to help 

increase parents’ awareness and knowledge of the financial recreation resources available in their own community. In 

addition, the leisure learning sessions incorporate opportunities to create leisure experiences that are unstructured and that 

can exist both in the home and in the community. ROC believes in creating sustainable leisure recreation activities, so while 

the funding (for the activity sampling) may end once a family has completed the program, ROC remains a constant source of 

support and encouragement. Below is a summary of each learning session.  

 

Session one: Leisure Assessments.  

This session is completed with the FRP and the family in the home. The FRP completes a Child Pre-Program Leisure 

Assessment form with each child to determine current leisure preferences, barriers, and preferred leisure places. Each child 

also completes an Individual Recreation Activity Plan which determines several of his or her preferred recreation activity 

interests. This is completed with picture cards and provides ideas for activity sampling. The FRP also completes a Parent Pre-

Program Leisure Assessment form with the mother. This form determines how the mother perceives her family’s leisure 

habits, barriers, and current resources. Once the session is complete, the Practitioner arranges the necessary means for the 

children to participate in the activities of their choice as soon as possible. The goal of this session is to assess participants’ 

leisure lifestyle by discussing the parent’s role in child’s recreation and leisure activities, assessing the children’s leisure and 

recreation interests, and identify a plan for the children’s community leisure and recreation activity. This initial session 

consists of the FRP meeting the family and completing necessary forms for each family member. 

 

Session two: Leisure awareness.  

In this first learning session, parents and children learn about leisure. This first session helps children and parents identify a 

variety of contexts, circumstances, environments and activities that promote leisure experiences. The goal of this session is to 

increase leisure awareness by exploring what leisure is and can be, identifying a wide range of leisure experiences and 

increasing personal awareness of leisure preferences.  

 

Session three: Benefits of Leisure.  

This session discusses the various benefits an individual can experience through leisure. The leisure benefits an individual 

experiences can motivate him or her to continue to participate in the activity. Benefits are experienced individually; therefore, 

individuals participating in the same activity may experience different benefits. The goal of this session is to gain a deeper 

understanding of the benefits of leisure and recreation participation by identifying and discussing the different types of 

benefits that can come from participation. 
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Session four: Self-Awareness.  

This session focuses on self-discovery through engaging in activities that bring about a strong level of self-awareness. Self-

awareness is a component of leisure education whereby individuals have an opportunity to examine various aspects, such as 

values, attitudes, and interests specific to the context of leisure. Self-awareness is important for leisure engagement because 

understanding one’s self is essential to knowing how to choose an activity to participate in and also helps people understand 

how to meet their leisure needs. The goal for this session is to strengthen the participants’ understanding of “self” in the 

context of leisure by exploring personal needs and the ways in which the participant seeks to satisfy those needs, exploring 

personal interests in leisure and recreation and examining the participant’s values and how they affect the leisure choices in 

their lives.  

 

Session five: Leisure Skills.  

The core of many leisure education programs is the development of the participants’ ability to choose and successfully engage 

in leisure activities, which involves a wide range of skills. In this session, we can look at skills in terms of those directly related 

to the activity (i.e. soccer) and those that expand and enhance our quality of life (life skills). Life skills are referred to as 

behaviours and actions associated with managing and living a better quality of life. Such skills include social interaction, 

problem-solving, self-determination, and decision-making. Leisure skills are a component of leisure education that can help 

individuals choose leisure activities and experiences that they would like to participate in and will assist them in discovering 

their personal needs, values and interests. The goal of this session is to explore the participants’ current skills and strengths in 

the context of leisure.  

 

Session six: Leisure Constraints.  

This session focuses on identifying constraints and brainstorming potential solutions to the families’ most common 

constraints. This session focuses on self-responsibility, which is the process through which participants acknowledge that they 

are responsible for their own leisure, and through this program they can acquire the knowledge and skills so that they can be. 

The goal of this session is to assist participants in identifying personal constraints to leisure and negotiating constraints by 

examining how internal and external constraints impact leisure choices.  Then, participants work on developing strategies to 

overcome the identified constraints. 

 

Session seven: Leisure Resources.  

An essential component of this leisure education program is recognizing the resources available. In this session, the FRP 

creates a learning environment to help the family become aware of the resources that exist in their community, including 

people, organizations, institutions, environments, commercial enterprises, communication structures, equipment, and 

materials available for leisure experiences. In addition, there is a conscious effort to identifying leisure resources in the home. 

The intended outcome for this session is to help participants understand the resources available to support leisure and 

recreation participation by examining community resources and engaging in activities that enhance knowledge of at-home 

resources for leisure.  

 

Session eight: Leisure Planning.  

In this session the participants engage in activities that help them develop a leisure plan related to a specific event, activity or 

experience. The session focuses on assisting family members to evaluate their ideas, proposed decisions, and negotiate 

barriers. The goal for this session is to strengthen the participants’ leisure and recreation planning skills by discussing goals, 
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creating and troubleshooting action plans for leisure, exploring the skills and knowledge relevant to leisure planning and 

examining how to maintain leisure as a priority once ROC’s involvement is concluded.  

Implications and Lessons learned 

Since 2013, the leisure education program has impacted 11 parents and 26 children in several different ways. Through 

interviews with parents and program staff and structured observations we found that the children, parents, family unit, and 

the surrounding communities were each positively influenced by the leisure education delivery system. First, the children in 

the program developed a wide range of new skills. The children learned activity skills by participating in activities of their 

choice. Along with activity skills, the children also developed personal skills such as communication, decision-making, and 

problem solving. The children were able to make decisions regarding their own leisure activities, such as which activities they 

would like to try and how will they spend their time at home. They were also able to develop problem-solving skills as 

solutions to common barriers discussed in interviews conducted with the parents, such as how to balance homework and 

activities, safe transportation in the winter, and financing registration costs.  

 

The children’s self-esteem and confidence also improved through the learning sessions and activity sampling. Developing new 

activity and personal skills enhanced the children’s confidence as they discovered activities at which they excel. Second, the 

parents involved in the program experienced declined levels of stress leading to improved mental health. The parents shared 

that they have less stress when their children are involved in meaningful activities because they believe the children are 

learning something useful while they are able to have time to themselves. This personal time allows the parents to pursue 

leisure activities of their own, such as walking or connecting with friends. Through the program, parents also became more 

engaged in their children’s activities. Before ROC, there was little engagement in the children’s activities because they often 

took place at home and required little commitment (i.e watching TV, playing video games). Through ROC, the parents were 

learning more about their children and have become a source of encouragement and support for the children. The parents 

were also more engaged in the planning process of their child’s activity. The parent’s enhanced engagement in their child’s life 

has fostered an environment where the parents can play with and learn about their child through a meaningful leisure 

experience or a structured recreation activity.  

 

Third, the family unit as a whole was impacted by ROC. Parents shared about new experiences of the family playing and 

learning together when a child brought home the activity skills he/she has learnt. For example, a family is learning to cook 

together after a child joined a cooking class and wanted to try the recipes he learnt with his family. Families are learning about 

each other and other leisure activities as the children continue to develop activity and personal skills at home. The 

relationships in the family unit are improving because of increased communication and engagement. Parents shared that 

communication with their children improved because the child’s activities provided a conversation topic, compared to before 

when home-based activities were more of a distraction than a fulfilling endeavor. Parents were also more engaged in their 

children’s activities by providing encouragement and support. This created a stronger connection between parent and child. 

Fourth, the community has started to see the impact of these positive changes within individuals and families. Families are 

becoming more engaged in their community through recreation activities. Engaging in community can often be challenging for 

low-income, single parent families because of the negative stigmas they encounter. While various programs attempt 

inclusivity, rigorous application processes can be discouraging (reference). ROC bridges the gap between these families and 

the community programs, allowing them to become fully involved. The families involved in ROC give back to the community 
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by applying the recreation skills they have learned, since individuals or entire families have volunteered for various community 

events. Children have also shared their recreation skills with their community by knitting baby clothes for those in need and 

creating encouraging cards with scrapbooking supplies.  

Discussion Questions 

1. Select a marginalized population in your community and identify some challenges they face in accessing leisure and 
recreation experiences. 

2. Based on the challenges noted above, can you think of different ways leisure education could be applied in the 
community to help the population create meaningful leisure experiences? 

3. In what ways might leisure education be useful for other community recreation challenges? 
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