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Exploring how the process of quality participation unfolds for volunteers in

community-based exercise programs for persons with disabilities

Within community-based exercise programs (CBEPSs) for persons with disabilities,
research suggests that the quality participation experiences of volunteers support the
quality participation experiences of members. Yet, little is known about how quality
participation unfolds over time for volunteers and how to foster positive experiences for
these individuals. As such, we sought to explore how volunteers’ experiences of quality
participation may fluctuate over time while they are participating in a CBEP for persons
with disabilities using a longitudinal, integrated methods approach. Over a five-month
period, a novel combination of (a) semi-structured interviews, (b) timelines, (c) relational
maps, and (d) audio diaries was used with university-aged volunteers at Revved Up, an
adaptive CBEP in Kingston, Ontario. These datasets, subject to thematic analysis,
illuminated meaningful understandings of how quality participation develops for volunteers
by means of two overarching themes: a ‘process’ of how quality participation unfolds over
time, and conditions supporting access to this ‘process’. The findings demonstrate the
value of integrating of pluralistic qualitative methods and yield insights into the quality
participation process to an extent that may not have been garnered through a single method
or cross-sectional study. Critical reflections and insights concerning the use of integrated
methods in sport, exercise, and health fields are considered. Practically speaking, CBEP
providers and researchers can utilize the findings to inform the design, implementation, and

evaluation of initiatives to support the quality participation of volunteers.
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Introduction

According to the World Health Organization (2002), participation for persons with disabilities
(PWD) is defined as any “involvement in life situations.” Adopting this definition, much
research and practice in health fields has supported a medicalized conceptualization of
participation — reflecting an understanding of participation which emphasizes the quantity of
involvement (e.g., the amount, duration, or frequency; Noreau et al. 2005). Yet, recent work
focusing on disability indicates that an individual’s subjective perceptions of participation has
the potential to play a vital role in shaping prolonged involvement (Martin Ginis et al. 2017).
Thus, an observable effort to promote full participation has resulted (Imms and Granlund 2014);
that is, for an individual to feel like they are fully and effectively participating, not only do they
need to experience agency over the amount or duration of participation (i.e., quantity), but they
also need a positive subjective experience derived from participation beyond their performance
(i.e., quality).

To date, there are several conceptual frameworks for understanding participation for
PWD- dating back to 2008 in the occupational therapy field. Hammel and colleagues (2008)
sought to conceptualize participation from the perspective of PWD, and found that there was no
ideal or gold standard for optimal participation. Rather, full and effective participation appeared
to manifest differently across individuals and contexts, where PWD defined and enacted full and
effective participation according to their own terms. However, Hammel and colleagues (2008)
still offered key participation values for consideration — all of which are underscored by the
‘need for respect and dignity’: (1) active and meaningful engagement/being a part of; (2)
personal and societal responsibilities; (3) having an impact and supporting others; (4) social

connection, inclusion, and membership; (5) access and opportunity; and (6) choice and control.



Similarly, Moll et al. (2015) proposed the “Do-Live-Well framework™ for promoting occupation,
health, and well-being for PWD, suggesting eight dimensions of participation: (1) activating your
body, mind and senses; (2) connecting with others; (3) contributing to community and society;
(4) taking care of yourself; (5) building security/prosperity; (6) developing and expressing
identity; (7) developing capabilities and potential; and (8) experiencing pleasure and joy.

While these conceptualizations are helpful for understanding the multi-dimensionality of
participation, they remain limited as they cannot be applied across multiple and varying contexts
(i.e., workplace, recreation, sport, exercise, family roles, etc.). Correspondingly, Martin Ginis
and colleagues (2017) consolidated current understandings of participation and developed a
novel conceptualization that is generalizable across such participation contexts. Their review
suggests six key aspects of an individual’s subjective perception of participation: (1) autonomy
(e.g., independence, choice, control); (2) belongingness (e.g., a sense of belonging, acceptance);
(3) challenge (e.qg., feeling appropriately challenged); (4) engagement (e.g., motivation, focus);
(5) mastery (e.g., achievement, competence); and (6) meaning (e.g., obtaining goals, a sense of
responsibility). Since its development, Martin Ginis and colleagues’ (2017) conceptualization
has only been applied in the physical activity (PA) context among veteran athletes (Shirazipour
et al. 2017; Shirazipour, Aiken, and Latimer-Cheung 2018; Shirazipour and Latimer-Cheung
2019), parathletes (Allan et al. 2018; Evans et al. 2018), and PWD in community-based exercise
programs (CBEPs; Jackson et al. 2019).

Furthering our understanding, Evans and colleagues (2018) elaborated on quality
participation as it pertains to parasport. They presented the Quality Parasport Participation
Framework, which suggests that while Martin Ginis and colleagues’ (2017) six quality elements

hold in parasport, there are also three existing conditions types that support parathletes’ access to



experiencing quality: the physical environment (e.g., building accessibility), characteristics of the
activities (e.g., type of sporting program), and social environment (e.g., the coach’s role).
Importantly, Evans and colleagues (2018) conceptualize quality participation as a highly
individualized experience, highlighting the need to identify if and why some experiential aspects
of participation may be more salient at certain times over others. As well, they advise users of
the Quality Parasport Participation Framework to consider quality participation in light of several
contextual factors: (a) varied value (i.e., attributing varied levels of value to different elements of
quality experience); (b) varied means of achievement (i.e., using different ways to achieve each
element of quality experience; (c) variation over time (i.e., attributing varied levels of value to
different elements of quality experience, over time); and (d) interrelatedness (i.e., how different
elements may be supported by the same event or experience).

Although Evans and colleagues’ (2018) conceptualization paints a more colourful picture
of quality participation in parasport, explorations of quality participation remain underwhelming
among other PA contexts that have the potential to foster full and effective participation. For
example, CBEPs have been identified as a viable setting to support quality participation (Jackson
et al. 2019). CBEPs house knowledgeable staff and volunteers with expertise in disability, who
are well versed in providing instruction, support, and accommodations for exercise, while
facilitating unique PA routines that are tailored to members’ specific needs and goals (Rimmer
and Henley 2013). As well, CBEPs allow for one-to-one member-exercise facilitator ratios and
therefore, close supervision for members (Rimmer 2012) — a role commonly fulfilled by
volunteers. Indeed, Jackson and colleagues (2019) found that student volunteers are integral to
the successful operation of a CBEP, and suggest that volunteers adopt supportive roles in

promoting members’ positive experiences. For instance, members have reported that volunteers’



passion and positivity enhance their comfortability in a CBEP and motivate them to increase
their exercise adherence (Jackson et al. 2019). Therefore, CBEPs have the potential to uphold the
right to full and effective participation (United Nations Department of Public Information 2006)
— not only for PWD, but for volunteers as well. However, although trends in the literature reflect
a burgeoning interest in examining the PA participation of PWD in various contexts (Allan et al.
2018; Evans et al. 2018; Jackson et al. 2019; Shirazipour et al. 2017; Shirazipour and Latimer-
Cheung 2019), very little is known about the participation experiences of volunteers, and if and
how their participation impacts the quality of participation for PWD.

While much of the volunteer literature has engaged with answering what shapes
volunteer action in a variety of settings (e.g., Clary, Snyder, and Stukas 1996; Griffin, and Frater
2004; Hustinx 2001; Papadakis, Planalp and Trost 2009) and the benefits of volunteerism (e.g.,
Casiday et al. 2008; Piliavin and Siegl 2007; Smith et al. 2010; VVan Willigen 2000), research
exploring volunteerism with PWD in PA domains is concentrated on short-term mega-sporting
events such as the Paralympics or the Commonwealth Games through quantitative means (e.g.,
Baum and Lockstone 2007; Misener et al. 2015; Paradis et al. 2017). Major sporting events are
one-time competitions, as opposed to community-based programming, which encompasses long-
term involvement. Although such events offer opportunities for volunteers to experience
development (Downward and Ralston 2006), their roles (i.e., planning, on-site support,
administration and finance, venue management, etc.) and thus, quality of experience, can vary
greatly from those participating in long-term community-based programming. Therefore, a
multi-dimensional and holistic understanding of volunteers’ participation experiences —
especially in community-based contexts — is lacking. While no studies to date detail volunteers’

participation in CBEPs, it is plausible that they may experience satisfaction or meaning in this



setting given they experience feelings of ‘making a contribution to the community’ as a result of
their participation in large-scale sporting events for PWD (Giannoulakis, Wang, and Gray 2008;
Surujlal 2010). As well, considering the increased dependence on volunteerism within our
current society (Brennan 2005), it is important to explore what constitutes a quality participation
experience for volunteers.

Whereas a number of qualitative studies have explored PA program providers (Skrastins
et al. 2019), members (Richardson, Smith, and Papathomas 2017a, 2017b), or a combination of
both (Adam and Morgan 2018; Jackson et al. 2019), no research thus far has exclusively
examined the perspective of volunteers in CBEPs for PWD — despite the supportive role that
volunteer quality participation has been seen to play in achieving member quality participation.
Further, the extant work has used cross-sectional designs and single focus group or semi-
structured interviews, precluding an understanding of how perceptions of quality may change
with ongoing participation. As Evans and colleagues (2018) have indicated, the nature of an
individual’s participation experience may fluctuate over time. Thus, there is merit in conducting
a study to develop an in-depth understanding of these temporal nuances. In order to address this
gap in the literature, the quality participation experiences of volunteers in CBEPs for PWD must
be examined. As such, the purpose of this study was to explore quality participation over time as

it pertains to volunteers in a CBEP for PWD using a longitudinal, integrated methods approach.

Methods
Philosophical assumptions
This study was grounded ontologically in relativism and epistemologically in subjectivism. First,

as researchers we believe there is no single reality; rather, multiple realities, which are context



dependent and socially constructed, exist. Second, for any given reality, it is feasible that several
interpretations can be made and therefore, there is no ideal process by which one’s truth should
be explored. From this approach, researchers’ interpretations and participants’ realities cannot be
separated; researchers’ personal values become embedded within the research process, such that
they “mediate and shape what is understood” (Smith and Caddick 2012, 61). Guided by these
assumptions, we embraced a pluralistic approach in our research and deployed multiple
researchers and data collection techniques (Clarke, Caddick, and Frost 2016) to co-develop in-
depth understandings of volunteers’ quality participation experiences in a CBEP for PWD.
Methodological approach

Within a single study, the fusion of multiple qualitative methods provides pluralistic datasets —
granting researchers access to a broad and rich collection of participant experiences which may
not fully mature when using one method alone (Chamberlain et al. 2011; Williams 2018).
Echoing this, the current study used a longitudinal, integrated qualitative approach (Williams
2018; Kendellen and Camiré 2019) with a novel combination of methods: (a) semi-structured
interviews, (b) timelines, (c) relational maps, and (d) audio diaries (Figure 1).

[Figure 1 here]

Sampling and participants

Revved Up is a CBEP in Kingston, Ontario, whose mission is to provide world-class,
community-based exercise programming that fosters healthy living and quality of life among
people living with mobility impairment, intellectual disability and/or cancer. It offers twice

weekly exercise sessions to community-dwelling PWD in a one-to-one format. Revved Up has



two streams of programming: one for members with developmental disabilities® (e.g., autism
spectrum disorder, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, Down syndrome), and the other for
members with physical disabilities? (e.g., stroke, spinal cord injury, multiple sclerosis,
Parkinson’s disease). Upon enrolment, certified trainers develop personalized exercise routines
for members and conduct regular assessments every six months to maintain challenge. Members
are then paired with students in the Exercise, Disability and Aging internship at Queen’s
University or general volunteers from Queen’s University. All volunteers are trained to provide
assistance to members (i.e., setting up equipment, exercise instruction, offering motivational
support, etc.).

We purposefully sampled undergraduate students from the two-year Exercise, Disability
and Aging internship, wherein students complete the internship during their third and fourth year
of undergraduate studies. Each semester, approximately 20 students are accepted into the
internship following a competitive application process. Combining didactic and experiential
learning opportunities, students are drawn to the enriching educational experience of the
internship. In year one, students receive course credit for attending weekly seminars and
completing 84 hours at Revved Up over a four month period. In year two, students become
supervisors at Revved Up and oversee five gym sessions weekly, in addition to learning practical
skills in program administration.

After receiving institutional ethical approval, eight students entering year one of the

internship were recruited using criterion-based purposive sampling (Sparkes and Smith 2014).

! Developmental disabilities denote any type of disability characterized by limitations or
impairments in physical, learning, language, or behavior areas (Boyle et al. 2011).

2 Physical disabilities denote any type of disability, acquired or congenital, characterized by
limitations in mobility (Statistics Canada 2017).



All participants (n = 1 man; n =7 women) were in their third year of undergraduate studies (n =
4 Kinesiology; n = 2 Physical Education; n = 2 Health Studies). They varied in terms of their
number of past volunteer experiences (range = 7-17 experiences) and their experience working
with PWD (n = 2 no experience, n = 2 some experience, n = 4 much experience). No
participants had prior volunteer experience at Revved Up nor did any self-identify as having a
disability. Part way through the internship, one participant withdrew from the study due to health
reasons and was excluded from the analysis.

Data collection

Interviews

Participants completed two semi-structured interviews before and after (December 2017 and
April 2018, respectively) their four month volunteering term. Semi-structured interviews were
utilized as they allow for the use of prepared questions to facilitate conversation, yet enable
participants to share intimate accounts of their thoughts, feelings, and experiences (Sparkes and
Smith 2013). The baseline interview sought to explore participants’ past volunteer experiences
and expectations for volunteering at Revved Up, while the follow up interview invited them to
reflect upon their participation at the CBEP.

Timelines

Timelining is a form of graphic elicitation wherein participants and researchers may collaborate
to plot participants’ experiences across time (Adriansen 2012; Sparkes and Smith 2013),
producing temporal graphs that highlight significant life events (Sheridan, Chamberlain, and
Dupuis 2011). In this study, timelining was employed in the baseline interview to gather
information about each participant’s past volunteer experiences (Figure 2). For each experience,

further details were sought through questions pertaining to the nature of the activity (e.g., “Tell



me more about your experience,” “How did participation in this experience make you feel?”,
“How often did you participate in this experience?”’). Data concerning volunteering frequency
and duration (i.e., quantity) were integrated into the final timeline to provide complementary
details to understand the quality of each experience. As Kolar et al. (2015) suggest, timelining
allows participants to become engaged and experience ownership in interviews — building
rapport between the interviewer and interviewee. Thus, timelines were used to supplement
participants’ interview responses and invite them to share rich experiences that would not
otherwise have been observed through an interview alone. As well, timelines were used as a
recall and comparative tool in the follow up interview to better situate each individual’s
participation experience at Revved Up and promote discussion.

[Figure 2 here]

Relational mapping

Relational mapping is a type of drawing task in which a participant illustrates the conceptual
distance between themselves and other people or objects within their environment (Bagnoli
2009). In practice, relational mapping may be particularly helpful for participants when
elaborating on multiple, complex, or abstract ideas that are potentially difficult to capture in a
single interview (Crilly, Blackwell, and Clarkson 2006). We employed relational mapping in the
follow up interview to add depth to participants’ retrospective accounts of their participation at
Revved Up (Figure 3). Participants were given necessary supplies and asked to create diagrams
that visually represented their relationships with individuals at Revved Up, using spacing and
line thickness to depict the closeness or intensity of relationships. In tandem, we asked
participants questions exploring their rationale for their illustrative decisions (e.g., “Why is this

individual close/far away from you?”, and “Tell me a story about a relationship you have with



this individual.”). Using the data generated from the relational maps to extend our insights from
the follow up interview, we were able to develop a understanding of volunteers’ participation
experiences in CBEPs beyond written and spoken word alone (Phoenix 2010; Smith and Caddick
2012).

[Figure 3 here]

Audio diaries

According to Latham (2003), audio diaries are a unique opportunity for researchers to collect
participant reflections in one of the most organic fashions, given participants can interpret
research questions in the context of their own lives. Indeed, audio diaries can foster a sense of
safety and comfort for participants, such that they report information about phenomena that may
not be otherwise accessible to researchers because of time, context, and convenience
(Williamson et al. 2015). In our study, participants were asked to complete audio diaries
biweekly throughout their four month volunteering term (six total). For each, participants created
(e.g., using a smartphone, laptop) and uploaded a recording onto a secure online server,
responding to two questions: (1) “What do you think is the most meaningful experience you had
at Revved Up since your last recording and why?”; and (2) “How do you feel about the
interactions you had with the Revved Up volunteers, supervisors, and members since your last
recording?”’. Reminder emails were sent at the beginning of each data collection week.
Considering the potential importance of temporality in quality participation experiences (Evans
et al. 2018), audio diaries afforded us the opportunity to collect data in-the-moment and on-the-
ground while participants were volunteering in the CBEP.

Data analysis

To preserve confidentiality, participants were assigned pseudonyms. All interview audio



recordings and audio diaries transcribed verbatim. The completion and duration of each
interview and audio diary are detailed in Table 1.
[Table 1 here]

Recognizing the recent upwelling and popularity of thematic analysis within qualitative
research, as well as the critiques of its poor and confused applications (Braun and Clarke 2019),
we selected thematic analysis over other techniques based on its suitability for understanding
collective or shared meanings across a data set (Braun, Clarke, and Weate 2016). As Braun and
Clarke (2019) comment, flexibility is one of the most appealing aspects of thematic analysis
because it may be employed with a large range of research designs and data collection methods,
including studies employing pluralistic approaches. When using pluralistic datasets, Chamberlain
et al. (2011) suggest that the analysis and presentation of data should be fused to yield a high
degree of integration. Thus, throughout our analysis, triangulation was employed in an
interpretive fashion that was coherent with our philosophical assumptions. In alignment with our
approach, triangulation did not seek to confirm results or certain ‘truths’ through secondary
methods, but rather sought to illuminate the potentially contrasting and complementary aspects
of the data — deepening our understanding of the given phenomenon (Natow 2019; Flick,
Hirseland, and Hans 2019).

Using Braun, Clarke, and Weate’s (2016) six-phase model, the lead author first entered a
period of immersion, wherein she read and re-read the transcripts to note interesting features of
the data and formulate initial codes. The third author then acted as a ‘critical friend’ to challenge
such codes and their applications, contribute to the development of new codes, and stimulate
reflection (Sparkes and Smith 2013). Following a second round of coding, a robust set of codes

representing the analytically relevant aspects of the data was finalized. Candidate themes were



developed by grouping codes into clusters, and were further refined and named through
discussion with the critical friend. Continuing the analytic process, themes were cross referenced
with each participant’s transcripts (i.e., the baseline and follow up interview, and audio diaries)
and within the larger dataset. The remaining co-authors, who have expertise in qualitative
research, adapted PA, and/or quality participation, also acted as critical friends — prompting
additional reflection and alternate understandings of the data that coloured the presentation and
interpretation of the findings. Current frameworks of quality participation for PWD (e.g., Evans
et al. 2018; Martin Ginis et al. 2017) were not used to develop the themes; instead, they were
employed as tools to contextualize and deepen our interpretations of themes.

Methodological rigour

Aligning with a relativist approach, we did not aim for the notion of universal validity nor
consult any pre-determined set criteria for quality to be applied in a universal manner (Burke
2016; Smith and McGannon 2018). Instead, relevant criteria drawing from an ongoing list of
quality indicators (Levitt et al. 2017; Tracy 2010) were compiled: (a) worthiness of the topic, (b)
significant contribution (e.g., enhanced understanding of quality participation for volunteers;
practical application of findings to bolster the experience of volunteers in CBEPs for PWD), (c)
meaningful coherence (e.g., addressing the purpose in such a way that the methods, analysis, and
findings are framed within interpretivism), and (d) utility (e.g., using a longitudinal, integrated

methods approach to shed light on the temporality of quality participation as it unfolds).

Results
Results are presented as two overarching themes: the process of developing quality participation

over time; and the conditions supporting access to experience of the process (Figure 4).



[Figure 4 here]

The process of developing quality participation

The first overarching theme builds a step-wise pathway by which volunteers may experience

quality participation within CBEPs for PWD. The process of developing quality participation is

comprised of five subthemes — purpose, motivation, progression, validation, and outcomes.

There were three ways through which these subthemes unfolded: knowledge, relationships, and

confidence. Quotes representing the process across knowledge, relationships, and confidence are

presented in Table 2 and are summarized below.

[Table 2 near here]

Purpose

At baseline, participants identified the need to have a purpose as essential when volunteering.

Specifically, the inclination to experience growth and self-improvement in their experience at a

CBEP for PWD was largely discussed:
| want to learn about other people, their abilities, how people vary on the way they can
exercise and how individual differences play a huge role in Revved Up ... and gain an
understanding of the differences in ability for people with different disabilities, because |
really don’t know a lot about disabilities that exist. So I’'m expecting that when I come
for the first time and I get my member... I’'m going to have to really learn about their
disability and what kind of exercises, really look at their workout plan and make sure that
I understand why they’re doing the exercises. (Sylvie, knowledge, baseline interview)

As expressed above, a volunteer could hold multiple purposes, simultaneously, for participation

in a CBEP for PWD. For Sylvie, participation in the internship meant that she could address her

curiosity for understanding disability and its implications on a person’s ability to engage in PA,



and expand her knowledge of types of disabilities. In the context of CBEPs, volunteers may also
seek out participation to expand their comfortability with administering, instructing, and
supporting exercise appropriate for PWD in a practical and hands-on setting.

Not only was having a purpose integral to experiencing the process of developing quality
participation from the onset of participation (i.e., baseline), but participants also reported that
purpose for participation could manifest at later timepoints:

The members that you interact with every week are gonna be the most meaningful

because they’re the people in the program that you have a direct influence on. And you’re

helping to improve their quality of life and ability to do things and independence and
stuff like that. So | think — you can almost feel their successes with them when they go up

5 pounds and then also be sad — when my [member] regressed, it was sad for me. So, |

think you become the most invested in the people that you work with most closely.

(Annie, relationships, follow up interview)

Honing in on the notion of help for PWD, which has been critiqued in light of the narrative of
pity and the need to ‘rescue’ PWD in disability literature (Bérubé 2005), Annie describes
undergoing a paralleling of her emotions and desires for participation, with the member with
whom she volunteers. Therefore, her purpose for volunteering transcends the idea of help for
self-perceived benefits and sympathy (Piliavin and Siegl 2007; Donaldson and Prendergast 2011)
and reaches one that is situated in empathy.

Motivation

Among many participants, motivation was seen as a dynamic component of the process of
developing quality participation. According to Clary, Snyder, and Stukas (1996), motivations of

volunteers are often underpinned by themes of functionalism (i.e., adaptive or purposeful



strivings towards a personal or social goal, Snyder 1993); as such, to understand volunteers’
purposes for involvement (e.g., to learn about disability), we must intently unravel the functions
that may be served from their participation (e.g., preparing for future careers or acquiring
relevant skills). Importantly, volunteers can adopt multiple motivations for participation. For
example, one participant described that her involvement in a CBEP functioned as an opportunity
for her to express personal values (i.e., altruism) and experience social connectedness:

Getting to know my members has been honestly one of the best parts, and makes going in

so much fun each time, and I’'m always really happy to get to see them and hear about

their week, and especially after reading week [a mid-term break], not seeing them they
were all really excited to get back in there. So that was a lot of fun to see how excited
they were, and it honestly makes it all worthwhile... It makes it one of the best parts of
my week. (Penny, relationships, audio diary four)
In some instances, volunteers’ interests in understanding how to interact with and relate to PWD
became refined; with increased knowledge of appropriate volunteer etiquette and a growing level
of comfort within the CBEP, one volunteer later described how their motivation became a
“passion for working with PWD” (Sylvie, relationships, audio diary five).

Another way that volunteers experienced motivation for their participation occurred when
an alignment between their personal values, education, and the mission of the CBEP yielded
increased esteem. When preparing for an assignment for the internship®, Annie recalled:

I thought it was super cool to get to take all of the knowledge I’d gained this year from

being with [the members] in each session, to the presentations, and also from my own

% Within the internship, one of the course evaluations is a reassessment of a member’s exercise
program. During this evaluation, an internship student reviews a member’s current routine and
develops revisions (i.e., changes weight, repetitions, or minutes of exercises).



background knowledge and apply it to try and improve someone’s routine for the better
and help them achieve their exercise goals... I think it was meaningful to realize that they
really do trust us, and appreciate us there, and really enjoy us helping. (Annie, knowledge
and confidence, follow up interview)
Here, Annie’s comments emphasize that coupled with the educational content delivered in the
internship, her practical experience in the gym supported her personal desire to help members
achieve their goals. In this case, Annie’s motivation for participation mirrors a considerable
proportion of volunteer literature demonstrating how increases in self-esteem, self-efficacy, and
social connectedness lead to enhanced perceptions of well-being (Briggs, Landry, and Wood
2007; Brown, Hoye, and Nicholson 2012).
Progression
Participants noted that experiencing progression was an important step in the process of
developing quality participation. Most often, progression was linked to the three areas where
growth could be experienced: knowledge, relationships, and confidence.

Volunteers explained that they experienced progress related to their knowledge of
disability and PA, which was greatly supported by the educational component of the internship.
For instance, because of the fluidity between learning in the classroom and practical hours in the
gym setting, Annie was able to translate her knowledge:

I liked all the exercises and then even, learning in class about the different conditions and

then being able to kind of pick them out in the gym and understand ‘Oh, this person’s

exercise is — it’s unilateral, maybe that’s because of this.” | thought that was pretty cool to
be much more knowledgeable about things. (Annie, knowledge and confidence, follow-

up interview)



In this quote, Annie’s experience highlights experiential learning — a concept within education
that draws on a “theory of experience” (Dewey 1938) — as an essential construct of progression.
For Annie, Revved Up is a learning space (Kolb and Kolb 2005) whereby the her knowledge
from the classroom (i.e., disability-specific considerations for exercise, contra-indications to
exercise, setting up or taking down highly specialized adaptive equipment) transacts with her
environment to allow the process of her learning to flourish.

In addition to knowledge, a volunteer’s experience of relationship building was also a
notable marker of progression. In particular, the notion of feeling known and safe with the social
environment was a key tenet:

| just feel that each week | get more comfortable in the gym and closer with the

supervisors, and the other volunteers and [internship] students and ... it’s a very good

community environment. Walking into the gym and having now, knowing all the other
volunteers in my sessions and being very familiar with the members. It’s very nice to
walk in, say hi, see how they’re doing and have that personal relationships with them.

(Callie, confidence and relationships, audio diary three)

Callie describes an evolution that most volunteers echoed: over time, the volunteer environment
(i.e., CBEP) changes from a foreign space where volunteers feel a sense of uncertainty or waiver
in their decision making, towards a familiar and comfortable space. Of particular importance is
the role of members in this development. That is, a fair number of participants felt that continued
quality participation was fostered through the emergence of camaraderie, wherein an increasing
“community feel” was directly related to the openness and excitement of members to work with

volunteers:



“But this week she came in and kind of waved to me and said hello and was really eager

to try out the squats. So, it was exciting to see that my participation in the program had an

impact on her participation and had made it easier for her to get moving.” (Penny,

relationships, audio diary four).
In Penny’s quote, elements of cohesion start to materialize through shared focus and co-
experience of progression. As participants largely spent their time with the same members, they
were in the optimal position to gauge members’ progress over time. Volunteers recognized the
members advancing in terms of physical fitness (i.e., increased strength, balance and flexibility,
aerobic capacity, etc.), and social comfortability through joking (i.e., “Someone with an electric
wheelchair went in front of [the member] to go on the machines, and he whispered to me if |
could guess how much his wheelchair cost — just little things like that.”; Callie, relationships,
follow up interview). Instead of focusing on their own progression towards their intended
purpose, some participants began to share in the enjoyment and celebration of members when it
became clear that they were reaching their goals. In these cases, the volunteer’s progression
became intertwined with member’s progression; they were indistinguishable.
Validation
Participants identified validation and feedback as a helpful way for them to understand that their
contributions to the CBEP were indeed meaningful. One way participants experienced validation
was through receiving gratification, such as compliments, appreciation, or recognition of their
efforts from others. For example, a volunteer named Walter experienced validation as he bonded
with John, a member, over their mutual love of hockey:

John was like ‘Oh I got these extra road hockey sticks in my garage, would you want

them?...” and I was like ‘Sure!” And so he brought five hockey sticks in his truck for me



and set them out the door for me to get... And he’s just like ‘I’ll put them outside!’... So

that was really cool. You could tell he was really excited about doing it and helping me,

and kind of giving that as a gift | guess. It felt really good for me too — I was like “Wow,
this guy’s giving me some road hockey sticks just for coming here and working with him
and having weeks with him.” (Walter, relationships, follow up interview)

In other participants’ eyes, validation was captured by the concept of reciprocity. As time
passed, members tended to change their demeanour around volunteers — whether it be increased
responsiveness, ease of anxiousness, or relief when their paired volunteer was present:

A lot of the other volunteers or supervisors don’t understand one of my members as well

I can, [I] almost act as the middle man because I’ve spent so much time with her that I do

know what she’s saying — and | know when she says Trent that she means her brother,

and I know how old her kids are and what they’ve been doing and all that kind of stuff.

So I think, it seems almost like that particular member gets more relaxed when I'm there.

(Annie, relationships, audio diary four)

For Annie, the time which she shared with her member facilitated her understanding of her
member’s disability, communication style, and life story to a level of intimacy that was not
replicated by any alternative volunteer. She further reflected: “I think that experience really
showed me that — how important Revved Up is to me, and just how much I love coming each
session and getting to know the members. | really hope that they have the same feelings towards
Revved Up and they enjoy going as much as I enjoy it.” (Annie, relationships, audio diary four)
Outcomes

In their discussion of quality, volunteers described the importance of recognizing outcomes of

their participation. For example, nearly all participants stated that through their participation in a



CBEDP, they developed a ‘toolkit’ of relevant and transferable skills to apply in future
endeavours, such as a broadened understanding of disability:
Personal gains? To always never judge someone by their cover. Because it’s so easy to do
that, especially in the mobility impairment population, because you obviously see — right?
It’s visible, their disability. And there’s so much more to them — they could have so many
stories other than that, their disability doesn’t define them. (Callie, knowledge, follow up
interview)
For Callie, high contact with PWD and education through the internship program reinforced
ideas of competency and acceptance of PWD. Given the pervasiveness of narratives of
incompetence among PWD (Berubé 2005; Louvet, Rohmer, and Dubois 2009), Callie’s
internalized perceptions towards disability may have drawn from disability-related stigma at
baseline. However, as observed in sport (Kittson et al. 2013) and in PA settings (Gainforth et al.
2013), this stigma may be mitigated and PWD may be perceived to be more competent.
Volunteers also described the personal significance of participation in the CBEP —
perhaps the most common description capturing the meaning of volunteering at Revved Up was
that it was “much more than just an exercise program.” Not only was Revved Up a place to learn
about disability in an interactive and enriching environment, it was a space where relationships
blossomed and flourished, in-depth understandings of disability were developed, and skills
ranging from social to PA spheres were honed. When exploring participants’ final reflections
about quality participation over time, responses moved away from being individualistic in nature,
towards understanding quality participation as a built experience that was heavily contingent on

the quality experience of others:



I think that something meaningful was definitely... getting to see her [the member] grow
as the weeks went on. | remember the first time she was very head-down, ‘I can’t do this.
I haven’t been able to do this exercise. I really don’t want to do that warm-up.’... But
then I realized she was someone who needed a little bit more motivation. There were two
of us who worked with her almost every Wednesday — seeing her kind of light up when
she got there, | found at the end of the 12 weeks she was doing more squats than she did
at the start which I know she really didn’t like. And she stopped complaining about them
and was kind of excited to push herself, which was a really cool thing to see. (Penny,
relationships, follow up interview)
Penny’s sense of quality participation came to fruition when she understood that her member was
also experiencing quality participation. When this occurred, most volunteers reported feeling
even more motivated to maintain or improve their delivery of quality programming. This shared
notion of quality participation between the volunteer and member also came to life through the
simultaneous experience of enjoyment. Simply put, enjoyment was inherent to quality
participation: “With it being one of the last weeks, I think they [members] have really showed
their appreciation for what we’re doing which has made it a lot more enjoyable and cool to see
how much Revved Up really means to them — and how it’s grown to mean a lot more for me”
(Cora, relationships, audio diary six).
Conditions supporting access to the process of developing quality participation
The second overarching theme describes how the experience of quality participation can rely on
conditions within environment. In particular, there are three subthemes — conditions within
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and organizational levels — that support a volunteer’s access to

quality participation. Among these levels, conditions exist in the personal environment, social



environment, and physical and program environment, respectively. This parallels recent work
(Evans et al. 2018; Shirazipour et al. 2017, 2018) which suggests that there are certain structures
in place that act as necessary support for individuals to access quality participation. Given that
factors within these environments have been notably highlighted in the literature (e.g., Martin
Ginis et al. 2016), the conditions for volunteers will be presented briefly (corresponding quotes
in Table 3).

[Table 3 near here]

Intrapersonal level

Intrapersonal conditions drew heavily from a volunteer’s life context and baseline perspectives
towards participation in Revved Up, which included their attitudes and beliefs towards PWD and
PA. For example, a small group of volunteers overtly expressed a lack of knowledge about
disability and PA at baseline. With this awareness, these volunteers were even more sensitive
and attuned to learning opportunities in the CBEP. As a result, they reported deeper reflections in
their audio diaries and were able to speak to how their perspective on disability changed over
time.

Another condition supporting access to quality participation was a volunteer’s personal
characteristics and their corresponding comfort with conversation and social interaction.
Participants who either had past experiences with PWD or were outgoing in nature were better
able to carry conversations with members in the CBEP. As Brown, Hoye, and Nicholson (2012)
comment, high self-esteem, self-efficacy and social connectedness are important mediators for
experiencing well-being in volunteers. Therefore, some volunteers accessed quality participation
quicker than those who were more shy or apprehensive at the onset of their volunteering.

Interpersonal level



The social environment in Revved Up was seen to be quite enriching: “It’s just a really a very
friendly place where [members] are able to complete their workouts with our help, just like how
happy of a place it is... You kind of leave feeling better than when you got there” (Penny, follow
up interview). Other volunteers elected to use words such as “bright” and “uplifting” to describe
how the positive affect of the social environment enhanced the quality of their experiences.
Notably, in support of Shirazipour et al.'s (2018) systematic review on conditions fostering
quality participation for PWD, constituents of the social environment that supported quality
participation for volunteers were: (a) characteristics of the members (i.e., having a group-based
program); and (b) characteristics of the supervisors (i.e., having knowledgeable instructors).

Firstly, participants identified a set of member ‘behaviours’ or ‘traits’ that supported
access to quality experiences. Many members arrived keen to exercise and excited to see their
respective volunteer; this was a powerful social cue for participants and often set the tone for a
more enjoyable exercise session. As volunteers felt less guarded, the nature of their relationships
with members became increasingly relaxed: “Over the course of the month I guess she opened
up more. By the end she was hilarious and was making jokes with me when she would never do
that in the beginning, and she would be almost silent during the entire session” (Sylvie, follow up
interview). Additionally, members who felt comfortable pointing out ‘teachable moments’ for
volunteers facilitated volunteers’ growth. Above all, when specific qualities (i.e., investment and
effort, social engagement) of the volunteer were not paralleled by the member, the quality of
participants’ experiences degraded; conversely, when members delivered these traits, the quality
of participants’ experiences were bolstered.

Second, a unique feature of Revved Up is that current supervisors are graduates from the

first year of the internship program. Thus, their leadership acts as a quality condition



(Shirazipour et al. 2018) whereby they can offer mentorship and empower volunteers to navigate
context-specific difficulties in the gym:
She does this thing where she’ll walk around the gym to every [member] during the
session to ask them how they’re doing, how their day’s going, if they’re enjoying their
exercises, and maybe something else unique to that participant. I think seeing her
consistently being very intentional in doing that and the positive responses from the
members definitely helped make me feel a little bit more brave. (Greta, follow up
interview)
As well, using relational mapping, participants were able to pinpoint the supervisors who left
memorable impressions and distinguish how their behaviours differed from less ideal
supervisors. Those who consciously made themselves available by monitoring members and/or
volunteers quickly developed reputations as warm, welcoming, and open-minded individuals
who were eager to help. As such, participants were more willing to share thoughts and concerns
with these supervisors, resulting in collaboration to make improvements to the program and to
members’ experiences.
Organizational level
In their discussion of quality participation, volunteers also identified quality conditions within:
(a) the physical environment; and (b) the program environment. The physical environment
pertained to the design of the space, access to the program and services, inclusivity within the
facility, and physical safety. Participants described optimal accessibility as a place where
everyone could easily get to (i.e., functional elevators, accessible parking), the gym was
spacious, equipment was adaptable and available for all members, and communication was not a

barrier (i.e., services available if someone was non-verbal or spoke little English). If volunteers



observed members’ basic accessibility and inclusivity needs being fulfilled, they were able to
devote more attention to other aspects of their role and subsequently, were better situated to
experience quality in their own participation.

From a programmatic standpoint, volunteers identified quality conditions related to the
structure and organization of the CBEP. In Revved Up, the program is designed such that
members attend the same pair of session each week (e.g., Monday/Wednesday 1-2 pm, etc.).
However, participants’ volunteering schedules are more variable, as they are determined at the
beginning of the internship and dependent on their schedules. On the one hand, volunteers can be
assigned to the same pair of sessions (e.g., Monday/Wednesday 1-2 pm) for the entirety of their
volunteering term. In this case, the increased one-on-one contact time with the same group of
members nurtures volunteers’ budding acquaintances into personally meaningful connections.
On the other hand, volunteers may be assigned non-paired sessions each week (e.g., Monday 1-2
pm, and Thursday 2-3 pm), thus cultivating relationships of greater number and diversity.

Finally, the internship program required participants attended weekly seminars, which
served as a confidential and non-judgemental location for volunteers to share their experiences;
oftentimes, feedback and validation was given to the volunteer to commend how they dealt with
a situation, and other volunteers could learn second hand how to handle similar scenarios should
they arise. As well, acquiring information about adapted exercise and disability specific
considerations not only deepened the resonance of Revved Up and its impact on members, but

created discussion on how volunteers could further foster quality experiences for members.

Discussion



Given the limited representation of volunteers in the literature about PA for PWD, the purpose of
the study was to explore the development of meaningful, quality participation experiences of
volunteers over time at a CBEP. We applied a novel combination of qualitative methods and
adopted an longitudinal, integrated qualitative approach (Williams 2018; Kendellen and Camiré
2019) to construct an in-depth understanding of volunteers’ experiences. Importantly, the
findings emphasize two key themes: first, there exists a process by which quality participation
unfolds for volunteers; and second, there are conditions within the intrapersonal, interpersonal,
and organizational environments that support a volunteer’s access to quality participation.
Together, this research contributes theoretically by advancing current conceptualizations of
quality participation (Evans et al. 2018; Martin Ginis et al. 2017), methodologically through
demonstrating the effectiveness of integrating multiple qualitative methods, and practically by
informing the design, implementation, and evaluation of quality participation among volunteers
in CBEPs for PWD.

Within the extant literature, the process of developing quality participation over time
offers interesting theoretical insights. To date, research examining quality participation has
focused solely on the perspective of PWD (Allan et al. 2018; Evans et al. 2018; Jackson et al.
2019; Martin Ginis et al. 2017; Shirazipour et al. 2017; Shirazipour, Aiken, and Latimer-Cheung
2018; Shirazipour and Latimer-Cheung 2019). Therefore, translating understandings of quality
participation between populations must be done sensitively and with sound rationale. Here, we
aim to situate our findings regarding quality participation for volunteers working with PWD
amidst the published work concerning quality participation for PWD (see authors above). The
process of developing quality participation can be understood as a collection of sustained,

positive and meaningful experiences that persist over time. In light of Evans and colleagues'



(2018) Quality Parasport Participation Framework recommendations (i.e., quality participation
may vary across time), our findings illustrate the temporal and dynamic nature by which
volunteers build their concept of quality participation over time, through the multiple subthemes
within the process. Although Allan et al. (2018, 176) have suggested that quality participation is
“varied, dynamic, and fluid over time,” no process indicating how this fluidity manifests has
been proposed thus far. For our participants, the subthemes of the process represented the
scaffolding necessary to uphold the experience of quality participation; when volunteers
identified their purpose for participation and flowed through the steps of motivation, progression,
validation, and outcomes, the meaningful satisfactions derived from their work (i.e., quality
participation) deepened.

Another way that the findings illuminate existing participation literature is through the
‘varied means’ by which volunteers experienced the subthemes of the process; that is, an
individual may seek out different strategies to achieve an element of quality experience (Evans et
al. 2018). Indeed, when examining how the process unfolded, volunteers reported knowledge,
relationships, and confidence (Table 2) as the primary types of participation underpinning the
subthemes of the process. These findings closely relate to meaning, belonging, and mastery —
three of the six experiential aspects of participation contributed by Martin Ginis et al. (2017). For
example, when volunteers expanded their knowledge of disability and exercise for PWD, they
could better understand the value of their contributions within the CBEP. Correspondingly, their
perceptions of meaning were bolstered. In addition, volunteers commonly reported the
emergence of genuine and fruitful relationships with others over time, and the resulting positive
group environment observed at Revved Up echo the description of the experiential element of

belonging. Finally, when assuming new roles in unfamiliar environments, there often exists a



threshold of uncertainty that must be surpassed in order for an individual to feel comfortable.
Over time, volunteers highlighted the upward trajectory of their perceptions of confidence as
they settled into the CBEP — mirroring the experiential aspect of mastery.

When considering the second theme, conditions supporting access to the process of
developing quality participation, several linkages to the literature exist. In alignment with earlier
qualitative work studying participation, our findings reinforce that there are factors within the
broader environment which facilitate the development of quality participation. While optimal
conditions such as access and opportunity have previously been identified as constituents of
participation (Hammel et al. 2008), more recent evaluations of participation in occupational
therapy (Moll et al. 2015), PA for veterans (Shirazipour et al. 2017), and parasport (Evans et al.
2018) note the important distinction of conditions as structures or precursors that influence
experiential aspects of participation, rather than as aspects of participation itself. Shirazipour et
al. (2017) and Evans et al. (2018) have identified three key classifications, paralleled in this
work, which represent conditions supporting quality participation: (1) social environment (i.e.,
interpersonal level); (2) physical environment (i.e., organizational level); and (3) activity or
program structure (i.e., organizational level). However, although our findings mirror the
classifications of the conditions, we distinguish that the conditions do not necessarily lead to the
experience of a specific aspect of quality (i.e., meaning or belonging). Rather, recognizing the
varied nature through which volunteers may experience quality participation, we assert that
conditions are methods through which the likelihood of experiencing the process (i.e., motivation
or progression) are increased.

This research also contributes novel insights into the use of multiple integrated methods

in qualitative research. With rising criticisms of using ‘one-shot’ or ‘drive-by’ interviews



(Chamberlain et al. 2011; Kendellen and Camiré 2019; Smith 2016) as a single method to
capture the complexities of social phenomena, using multiple interviews over time (Josselson
2013) or combining interviews with a secondary method (i.e., observation, diaries, etc.; Gibson
et al. 2013) are enticing options for researchers. According to Crozier and Cassell (2016), there
exists a need to implement pluralistic and complementary methodological approaches to
illuminate ambiguous processes and experiences (i.e., quality participation over time for
volunteers in CBEPs for PWD). Indeed, within the current study, the fusion of methods and
resulting pluralistic datasets illustrated the nuanced nature of how quality participation unfolds
over time for volunteers, beyond the scope of what may have been found by any single method
alone. For example, the co-development of the timelines established rapport and comfort
between the interviewer and interviewee — yielding more detailed and personal stories of
volunteering in the interview — and formulated a rich backdrop of experiences that the
interviewer used as a comparative tool for understanding reflections of quality participation in
Revved Up. Furthering our multi-dimensional understanding of quality participation, the
integration of audio diaries was favourable due to its congruency with a longitudinal design. Not
only can audio diaries capture developing stories in real time, but they can also provide
thoughtful and unique insights concerning the personal experience of a phenomenon through a
discursive think-aloud process (Monrouxe 2009). In the current study, the audio diaries were a
key informant for the complex and individualized nature of how quality participation evolved
over time, and offered highly contextualized, participant-directed (Latham 2003) insights on
volunteers’ experiences between interviews in a convenient and timely manner. Moreover, the
construction of relational maps facilitated meaningful reflections that could not be prompted

from questions within a single interview. Through graphic elicitation, volunteers recapitulated



many nuances of their relationships with members, supervisors, and other volunteers through
storytelling — which allowed volunteers explain and create who they were, and how they saw
themselves in the CBEP during their participation experience. Thus, in the current study we have
shown that the use of a longitudinal, integrated methods approach is an appropriate means to
understand and further, unpack the quality participation experiences of volunteers in CBEPs for
PWD.

Nonetheless, many considerations for applying this methodological approach can be
noted. While Williams (2018) and Kendellen and Camiré (2019) have illustrated such
considerations in-depth, we echo their sentiments briefly. When combining multiple methods,
researchers commonly utilize triangulation to mitigate biases or oversights of individual methods
(Gibson 2016). However, we did not deploy triangulation to produce confirmatory results;
instead, triangulation was grounded in the merging of coherent and complementary methods to
forge a multi-dimensional understanding of quality participation (Flick, Hirseland, and Hans
2019). As such, we support Williams’ (2018) stance and ascertain that more methods does not
mean new or better insights on any given topic. When debating if and how to fuse methods,
researchers should deeply contemplate their study’s purpose and their ontological and
epistemological stance to determine whether there is sound justification for the integration of
methods. For example, with the vast amount of literature in support of using diaries as tools to
collect participants’ intimate personal experiences, audio dairies are underrepresented as opposed
to their written counterpart. When used, audio diaries have often been a method of choice for
young people (Worth 2009) or PWD (Gibson et al. 2013) given its accessibility and participatory
nature. However, as Worth (2009) points out, because the method is novel, one must cautiously

explore the use of audio diaries and perhaps apply it with other qualitative methods. Thus,



although there is an allure of pluralism moving forward in qualitative research, it ultimately
demands time, reflexivity, and rigor in one’s approach across all stages of research (Smith,
Caddick, and Williams 2015).

In light of the findings, several recommendations for future practice in CBEPs for PWD
can be made to improve the quality of volunteers’ experiences, and members’ experiences by
extension. CBEPs for PWD often operate on limited budgets and time (Belza et al. 2010; Leach,
Danyluk, and Culos-Reed 2014; Rimmer et al. 2004) and very few resources exist to inform how
providers may optimize participation experiences of individuals volunteering or participating in
their programs. Study findings begin to build the framework necessary to develop knowledge
tools to support providers in changing their practice. For example, understanding how volunteers
may achieve quality experiences can facilitate the delivery of more thought-provoking and
resonant training modules. Noting the distinctions between how quality participation experiences
manifest from individual to individual, providers may also carefully tailor volunteers’
experiences so that their knowledge, confidence, or relationships with others is maximized. To
this end, encouraging volunteers to engage in ongoing reflection may help them experience
fulfilment from their purpose, satisfaction of their needs for motivation, progression, and
validation, and meaningful outcomes of participation. Considering that intrapersonal
characteristics, including sensitivity, self-awareness, and social self-efficacy, have the capacity to
function as conditions supporting access to quality participation, efforts can be made to directly
target such constructs. While barriers to implementation remain in CBEPs (Rimmer et al. 2004),
if providers can promote and sustain quality participation experiences for volunteers, they will
begin to build a faciliatory space that enhances the exercise and quality participation experiences

of PWD as well.



Conclusion

This study offers the first conceptualization of quality participation for volunteers in CBEPs for
PWD. By using a novel combination of interviews, timelines, relational maps, and audio diaries
over time, we have gleaned a comprehensive and multi-dimensional understanding of quality
participation that both supports and extends existing frameworks describing the phenomenon. As
such, coherent and thoughtful application of a longitudinal, integrated methods approach in
qualitative research holds promise as we advance in the sport, exercise, and health fields.
Overall, additional research is needed to strengthen our understanding of volunteers’ quality
participation experiences in CBEPs for PWD, and how their participation may extend to enhance

the quality experiences of members with disabilities.
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