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About Active Disability Ireland

Active Disability Ireland believe that people with disabilities should have an equal opportunity to be 

active for life! That’s why we remain committed to helping to build a more inclusive society where 

collectively we can help to empower, encourage and support people with disabilities to be more active 

with whom they want, when they want and where they want!

Many people will remember us as Cara Sport Inclusion Ireland. We’ve been through some changes 

recently and have rebranded as Active Disability Ireland. Our name may have changed, but we still 

strive to be the same, trusted, credible pan-disability organisation that works collaboratively across 

Ireland to enhance active and healthy lifestyles for people with disabilities. 

Over the past 15 years we have committed to supporting national policy and building an inclusive 

infrastructure across the sport sector. We are proud of the impact we, along with our partners, have 

made, but we know there is still much more that needs to be done to achieve our refreshed vision of:

Creating an Ireland where people with disabilities 

have equal opportunities to be active.

Exercise, it's a human thing. If you want to 

exercise, regardless of what your body looks 

like, whether you have an impairment or not, 

that is your right. You should be able to do that 

without these extra barriers in your way.

- Survey Participant
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Participants 
in the Consultation

We spoke to over 200 people 

with disabilities in 27 counties 

across Ireland. 

The Purpose of the Consultation

As an organisation that is focused on supporting people with disabilities to be active, Cara 

made a commitment to be led by the voice of people with disabilities. In line with this, we 

spoke to people with disabilities to get a better understanding of 4 Key Areas:

Living Experience 
What is it like to be a person with a disability trying to engage in physical activity?

Barriers 

What are the difficulties facing people with disabilities and how do they prevent participation 

in physical activity?

Motivators 

What are the factors which positively effect participation in physical activity and how might 

these be used to help promote activity?

Supports 

How can people with disabilities be supported to be more active and what can organisations 

do to better support people with disabilities to be active?
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Pre-Consultation

Prior to the consultation, a considerable amount of work was undertaken to ensure a best 

practice approach was adopted. This process involved connecting with people with disabilities 

as well as organisations who have conducted similar research in order to gain insights into the 

best approach to utilise in the process.

Pre-Consultation Guidance Meetings
Before the consultation process had begun, it was important to establish that the approach 

taken was correct. Meetings were held with members of Disabled People’s Organisations 

(DPOs) to ensure the most appropriate way to perform such a consultation. Additionally, a 

meeting was held with the National Disability Authority in order to ensure Cara were correctly 

following protocols and guidance surrounding consultations with people with disabilities.

Consultation Advisory Group
A consultation advisory group was established consisting of DPO members as well as 

experts with a history of conducting consultations with people with disabilities. The group’s 

purpose was to act as a guide as the consultation was being planned and carried out. The 

group oversaw the development of all materials associated with the consultation including 

information documents and consent documents. In particular the group assisted in the 

development of the survey and interview questionnaires and provided invaluable feedback.

Consultation

Our insights journey was underpinned by a collaborative 

approach which sought to include people with disabilities in 

each stage of the process. In addition, the approach was led 

and guided by people with disabilities throughout.

The initial phase involved a desk-based research review of 

relevant information. This included policy documents such as 

the Healthy Ireland Strategic Plan, National Physical Activity 

Plan, National Sports Policy and the National Disability 

Inclusion Strategy, as well as research which has already been 

conducted in the area such as the Irish Sport Monitor (ISM) 

and the Children’s Sport Participation and Physical Activity 

Study (CSSPA). Additionally, other disability sport organisations 

were examined both nationally and internationally. This was an 

important first step in understanding the current landscape of 

disability sport in Ireland and provided context for the rest of 

the consultation.

Our Consultation Process
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Survey

A survey was produced and hosted on our 

website to gather information from people 

with disabilities in relation to experience with 

physical activity, barriers, facilitators and 

potential supports.  The survey was promoted 

through our social media channels and was 

available in different accessible formats 

with the options of an Irish Sign Language 

version and an Easy Read version.  It was also 

distributed to relevant contacts through email. 

The survey was open to anyone in Ireland with 

a disability that wished to respond.

The development of the survey was in line 

with the philosophy of coproduction and was 

developed in conjunction with a reference 

group of people with disabilities as well as 

feedback and guidance from DPOs. 

Interviews

Interviews were also utilised as a method of gaining additional insights. The interviews 

were used in order to open a space for people with disabilities to have deep and meaningful 

conversations about their living experience. Predetermined questions were used, similar to 

the survey, however the discussion was more conversational in manner which allowed the 

freedom to change the direction of discussion and explore topics freely as they arose.

The interviews were advertised through an invitation to DPOs as well as the Disability 

Participation and Consultation Network (DPCN). Interviews were conducted remotely either 

via zoom or telephone call. Interviews were recorded with consent and transcribed verbatim 

for later analysis.

Sounding Board 

With insights gained from the survey and interviews, we reconnected with some of the 

consultation participants to see if our findings reflected their experience.
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1. Impact of Disability on Participation in Physical Activity

2. Perception of Physical Activity

3. Motivators to Participate in Physical Activity

4.  Health Benefits

5. Enjoyment of Activity

6. Social Connection

7. Autonomy and Choice

8. Barriers to Participation in Physical Activity

9. Negative Attitudes

10. Accessibility of Facilities

11. Access to Information

1. Impact of Disability on Participation in Physical Activity

Disability plays a significant role in an individual’s participation in physical activity. The 

survey indicated that 66.48 percent reported to experiencing barriers to participation. 

Disability can affect a person in a number of ways and provides a range of difficulties which 

inhibits participation ranging from physical difficulties, lack of facilities, prohibitive costs etc. 

These barriers are explained in greater detail in section 5.4 below. All names utilised in this 

report are pseudonyms for privacy and data protection.

Our Findings
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2. Perception of Physical Activity 

For people with disabilities within this consultation, physical activity was seen as a priority 

in their lives. 81.82 percent of those surveyed either agreed or strongly agreed that 

physical activity is a priority for them. Although the majority of those surveyed reported 

to experiencing barriers to being active, there was an understanding of the importance of 

physical activity.

I see it as part of my life, whether it is doing gym work, 

swimming, playing basketball or walking. 

In addition, participants recognised their right to participate in physical activity and felt that 

sport and physical activity was, as much for people with disabilities as anyone else. 

Although people with disabilities experience barriers to participation in physical activity, it 

is clear from this consultation that there is a desire to be active for the majority. People with 

disabilities have a right to be active and this was clearly understood by individuals that were 

consulted.

Is Physical Activity

        A Priority For You?
82%

Yes
No

18%

Is Physical Activity 

And Exercise For 

People With 

Disabilities?
76%

Yes

24%

No
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3. Motivators to Participate in Physical Activity

The motivation behind an individual’s participation in physical activity is important in order 

to ascertain why an individual is more or less active. Additionally, this understanding may 

help determine if certain methods are more beneficial at motivating physical activity than 

others. By determining the reasoning behind participation in physical activity by people 

with disabilities, it will be possible to promote physical activities in a way that enables more 

people with disabilities to be active.

4. Health Benefits

The maintenance or improvement of health was the most commonly reported motivator to 

participate in physical activity within the survey. Many participants wanted to maintain their 

general health and fitness independent of their disability.

Likewise, many individual surveyed mentioned specific health outcomes such as strength, 

fitness and weight management. It is interesting to note that these motivations for general 

health outcomes were much more common than responses which directly referenced their 

disability.

I need physical activity to keep fit and help 

with my weight.

Physical activity gives me a huge release of any 

anxiety, anger or upset, it also gives me time to 

socialise with people

Physical activity is crucial for the 

maintenance of positive health, both physical 

and psychological. From the consultation it 

is clear that there is an understanding of this 

amongst participants with the maintenance 

of health being the primary factor motivating 

people with disabilities to be active.
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5. Enjoyment of Activity

Many participants reported to participating in physical activity as they found it enjoyable or 

to have fun. They were not concerned with health implications or other factors, but simply 

took part because physical activity is enjoyable for them.

I just love it. My day wouldn’t be right if I didn’t get 

out for my walk.

This is an interesting motivator to note of as often, when considering why people with 

disabilities should take part in physical activity, we become fixated on health outcomes, the 

management of a condition or an impairment etc. without considering that everyone has 

the right to participate and simply have fun. For one interviewee, this focus on enjoyment 

rather than medical health became her primary motivator in being active.

It was always so medicalised and my physio would say ‘you 

have to do this or else’. It just really turned me off exercise. 

Now I do it because I want to, and my trainer is great, we just 

find things that I like to do.

Physical activity and exercise are important for ensuring a healthy body and mind but it is 

also imperative that the fun, enjoyable side of physical activity is not lost or diluted. The 

consultation process demonstrated that it is also necessary to emphasise this fun element of 

physical activity in conjunction with the benefits to health outcomes.

6. Social Connection

Humans are, at their core, social creatures. Maslow and Lewis (1987), in their ‘hierarchy 

of needs’ position the need to feel loved and a sense of belonging as one of the highest 

priorities with only basic physiological and safety needs taking precedence. For people with 

disabilities, these social needs are even more important with social isolation being prevalent. 

For survey respondents, the need for social connectedness came through strongly with one 

participant stating: 

If I did not have my sports, then I would lead 

a very lonely life.
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For many participants, physical activity was a mechanism for socialisation, feeling connected 

and being part of a community.

Physical activity keeps me strong which helps general day to 

day living and will hopefully help me as I age. It keeps me 

connected with a community I like

Considering how prevalent this theme was within the consultation, and the importance of 

social connectedness for people with disabilities, it is imperative to emphasize and promote 

the social aspect of physical activity.

7. Autonomy and Choice

Autonomy and choice in how people engage in physical 

activity was seen as extremely important. Being in control 

of their physical activity was empowering and was highly 

motivational. Alternatively, prescriptive or medicalised 

physical activity was seen as a barrier to activity with it being 

unenjoyable and causing a lack of motivation to participate.

I have a wheelchair. It doesn’t mean 

anything other than that. I’m a grown 

up. I’m a woman. I’m a mom. Allow 

me to define what I can do and then 

help me to do it.

When asked “what does an ideal world look like?” the majority of those spoken to said 

“a world where you can go where you want to do what you like” highlighting the 

importance of freedom and autonomy to people with disability.

8. Barriers to Participation in Physical Activity 

Understanding the barriers people with disabilities face when participating, or trying to 

participate in physical activity was one of the key outcomes set out at the beginning of 

the consultation process. By clearly defining the primary barriers, it will be possible to take 

actions which directly address these issues. 
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In the survey 66.48 percent of participants reported that they face barriers to participating 

in physical activity with 44.9 percent of these stating that the barriers they faced had a large 

effect on deterring them from participation.

9. Negative Attitudes

Negative attitudes towards people with disabilities was a common theme within each 

interview and was shown to be a huge barrier. Interviewees felt that they were looked down 

upon and made to feel like there was something wrong with them. Many felt as though they 

were seen as a problem or an inconvenience when presenting themselves at a club or other 

physical activity organisation.

The attitudes that I experienced early on, that was really 

damaging to me, as a person and to my self-esteem and how 

I viewed exercise.

It was suggested that a medicalised view of disabilities may be contributing to this 

problematic view of people with disabilities. Participants felt as though many people saw 

them as having something wrong with them and that they had an issue which must be fixed.

Because it’s all under the medical model. The physio 

always told me to do exercise because I had to because 

of my condition and it really made me hate exercising 

because it was something I had to do not something I 

wanted to do.

Do You Experience 
Barriers To 
Participation?

34%

No 66%

Yes
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A lack of disability awareness in general was noted by those interviewed, in particular 

regarding how to involve people in activities and provide inclusive opportunities. Many 

stated that they had experienced a severe lack of awareness and knowledge when 

attempting to participate in a variety of settings from, schools to gyms to community 

recreation activities.

I had terrible experiences with PE when I was in school, I was 

not very often included because the teacher didn’t know what 

to do with me. I was added to another room on my own with 

my special needs assistant. In secondary school, I was taken 

out of the classes altogether, and I was put into resource. So 

that option, or that choice to take part was taken away from 

me.

It was, however, suggested by some that it in fact wasn’t a lack of awareness, but a lack 

of caring. It was stated that there were no repercussions for not implementing inclusive 

practices and that the majority of clubs and organisations aren’t sufficiently motivated to be 

inclusive.

They know they should be doing something but it’s too 

much effort. People think ‘it’s not my responsibility’ and 

leave it to someone else.

Interviewees said that there was a severe lack of consideration for people with disabilities in 

all aspects of physical activity, from the designing of facilities to physical activity initiatives. 

Many felt as though they were not a priority and for some, not considered at all. 72.92 

percent of survey respondents felt that organisations did not provide enough support for 

people with disabilities.

Do You Have Enough 

Support From 

Organisations 

To Be Active?

73%

No

Yes

27%
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From the consultation, there was a clear indication that there is a lack of disability awareness 

in Irish society and a lack of consideration to include people with disabilities in activities.

You won’t find a blind architect or a blind civil engineer 

working so the ones you do find are out there to provide for 

everybody but they intrinsically presume everybody’s like 

them. Everything is designed with sight in mind. Why should 

you have to shut down as a human being just because you 

lost your sight.

10. Accessibility of Facilities

Lack of access to suitable facilities and activities was highlighted as a major barrier to 

engaging in physical activity for people with disabilities. Lack of accessibility was the most 

common response within the survey with over half of respondents reporting this barrier. 

It was noted that facilities often do not cater for people with disabilities effectively due to 

not being universally designed and as a result have unsuitable equipment, limited space and 

lack the necessary tools to include anyone that wishes to participate.

We just need better facilities. I have nothing near me. There’s 

a gym but I can’t use it because I can’t use any of the 

machines.

Cost was also commonly noted as an issue which was prohibitive to access for people with 

disabilities. Many felt as though there was considerable inequity compared with people 

without disabilities, many having to purchase specialised equipment or pay for support to 

utilise facilities.

If I want to go swimming, I’m paying twice because I have to 

pay for my assistant as well. Why should I have to pay double 

what everyone else is?

A lack of access to opportunities and a lack of opportunities in general was noted. Those 

questions described how there may be many opportunities for people without disabilities, 

however, these were inaccessible to people with disabilities. Despite there potentially being 

opportunities for people with disabilities, this lack of accessibility makes these irrelevant.
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From the consultation, there was a clear indication that there is a lack of disability awareness 

in Irish society and a lack of consideration to include people with disabilities in activities.

I know there’s classes and stuff on but they are not accessible 

to people with disabilities.

Access to opportunities can also be difficult for people who do not have transport regularly 

available. Some people reported to living in rural areas with limited transport options, 

however, the issue is not exclusive to rural areas as participants living in urban areas also 

described difficulties in getting to facilities due to lack of transport.

I have nobody to bring me, I can’t drive myself and I would 

need someone to bring me to the bus but they won’t always 

be around.

It is clear from respondents that there is a lack of access to physical activity opportunities in 

terms of physical access, cost, opportunities and transport.

11. Access to Information

A lack of information was commonly reported during the consultation with 54 percent of 

participants stating that access to information regarding physical activity opportunities was 

not accessible.

Participants felt that they did not see opportunities for activities and, in particular, inclusive 

activities advertised. It was reported that people were often unaware of any opportunities 

within the local community for them to be active.

There needs to be more advertising for activities because I 

don’t know what’s going on around me.

Although Local Sports Partnerships (LSPs) provide a variety of inclusive activities in 

communities across the country through their Sports Inclusion Disability Officers (SIDOs), 

interviewees were unaware of the existence of these LSPs or any of the activities which they 

provide and support.

I hadn’t heard that term before now, it would be great if they 

could get the message out to more people.
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Some participants felt that they would not have the required knowledge of how to 

participate in physical activity, either at a gym or from their own home. A lack of information 

available on how to do even basic activities was a limiting factor with respondents being 

unsure of what they could do to be active.

I wouldn’t know where to even start. I’d really need someone 

to come out to my house and show me what to do.

The consultation has demonstrated that there is a substantial lack of information regarding 

inclusive activities for people with disabilities which has led to people unaware as to how 

that can get involved. Additionally, it is clear that for many, they are not confident in taking 

part in activity due to a lack of information on how to even start.



activedisability.ie

Head Office 

Kerry Sports Academy, 

Munster Technological University, 

North Campus, 

Tralee, Co. Kerry.  V92 HD4V

Tel: +353 (0) 66 71 45 646

Dublin Office 

Irish Sports HQ, 

Sport Ireland Campus,

Snugborough Road, Blanchardstown, 

Dublin 15. D15 DY62

Tel: +353 (0) 1 625 1160


