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Background:
Participation, as defined by the World Health Organization, refers to involvement and engagement in life situations, including social, recreational, and leisure activities.  Participation is important for children with physical and developmental disabilities as it has been shown to be associated with a number of positive developmental outcomes.  
Method:
The present study used structural equation modeling to test a theoretically based model of the factors that would affect the leisure and recreation participation of children with physical disabilities (e.g., amputation, stroke, spinal cord injuries, etc).  Participants were 427 families and children (229 boys and 198 girls) with physical functional limitations, in 3 age groups (6–8, 9–11, and 12–14 years). Data were collected via home interviews and self-administered standardized questionnaires. The model proposed that environmental (e.g., supportive relationships for the child), family (e.g., absence of financial and time impact on the family), and child (e.g., child’s self perceptions of athletic and scholastic competence) factors would be associated with participation.
Results:
The results from the current study show that the only significant direct predictors of children’s participation in both formal and informal activities were the child’s functional ability, family participation in social and recreational activities, and the child’s preferences for formal and informal activities. Family cohesion, unsupportive environments, and supportive relationships for the child had significant indirect effects on participation. The model accounted for 30% of the variance in informal participation intensity and 18% of the variance in formal participation intensity, which suggests that the model is a good-to-fair predictor of the outcomes.
Limitations & Conclusions:
The findings indicate the vital role played by families in addition to the child’s skills and preference for participation.  These results the highlight the importance of multifaceted approaches to supporting participation for children with disabilities. The study also paves the way for subsequent research to examine how broader social structural factors, such as welcoming community environments and neighbourhood cohesion, are involved in promoting and fostering participation.
