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“It’s not just a means to an end” thinking about physical activity for people with spinal 

cord injury 

Laura Wilcock, Dr Toni Williams, Dr. Adam Evans and Professor Andrew Sparkes share 

recommendations for advocating physical activity for people with spinal cord injury 

Physical activity (PA) is vital for physical and psychological health and wellbeing. For individuals 

with spinal cord injury (SCI) engagement in PA can alleviate or reduce many of the associated 

health and well-being complications. For example, PA can reduce the risk of secondary health 

problems (Buchholz et al., 2009), improve fitness and cardio-vascular health (van der Scheer et 

al., 2017) and enhance well-being (Williams et al., 2014). However, despite this, disabled people 

are twice as likely to be inactive as non-disabled people (Sport England, 2018) and individuals 

with SCI have particularly high levels of inactivity. For these reasons it is important to consider 

how we communicate the need for, and benefits of, PA to the SCI population. therefore, the 

purpose of this article is to present recommendations for advocating PA for individuals with SCI. 

Advice should be person-centred  

Individual, tailored advice and support to engage in and enjoy PA is beneficial for people with 

SCI. Although the provision of general PA guidelines for disabled people is important and 

necessary, the vast range of physical impairments and health challenges that can result from 

SCI mean that every individual’s experience and needs are unique. The preferred source of 

information regarding PA for people with SCI is peers, social care workers, and health service 

providers (Smith & Wightman, 2021); this preference for personal communication provides an 

opportunity for a person-centred approach whereby general guidelines are translated and 

adapted to suit individual needs and experiences. For example, messages about being active 

enough to become ‘out of breath’ may be unhelpful for someone with a high-level SCI who may 

never be able to achieve this. However, even with a cervical spinal injury, other PA benefits like 

sensory pleasure may still be accessible from activities such as being in a swimming pool or in 

water. This type of activity could also provide wellbeing and social benefits despite not increasing 

an individual’s heart rate or increasing their rate of breathing.  

But shift the focus away from personal responsibility 

Guidance and advice aimed at individuals must also be balanced with recognition of the support 

that people with SCI require to engage in leisure time physical activity (LTPA). A neoliberal 

approach to health can place unrealistic expectations on disabled people with regard to making 

choices about being physically active and taking personal responsibility for their own health. For 

individuals living with SCI, relationships with others and care provision can influence both 

individuals’ desire and ability to be active. This is something that should be taken into 

consideration when recommending or providing opportunities for PA. For example, limited 

professional care provision might constrain a person’s opportunities to be active; but an 



opportunity to engage in activity with friends or family members might be a more appealing 

prospect than an adapted activity for the individual to undertake alone. 

Be aware that exercise is not always medicine 

PA is often positioned as a panacea for treating, managing and preventing ill health. The 

exercise is medicine (EiM) narrative has become so powerful that it is often accepted without 

question. However, for people living with chronic health conditions, PA and exercise are not 

always beneficial, and can be a source of pain and discomfort. Therefore, a shift in focus away 

from just the physical benefits of PA is recommended for people with SCI. Healthcare 

professionals should consider tempering the focus on EiM, and focus more on pleasure, social 

benefits and the impact on general wellbeing of LTPA. The message that PA should not be 

treated solely as a means to an end, but as an end in itself is more appropriate for people with 

chronic health conditions. 

Consider options beyond parasport 

Ableist notions of the inferiority of disability sport compared to non-disabled sport can lead to a 

reluctance to engage in disability-specific or adapted PA and/or sport. A more widespread 

availability and acceptance of activities and sports accessible to both disabled and non-disabled 

individuals could provide more attractive opportunities for engagement in LTPA. A consideration 

of opportunities that would allow people to experience a ‘level playing field’ with disabled and 

non-disabled others might enable participation with family and friends that otherwise would not 

be possible from engaging in strictly disability sport. 

Supporting people living with SCI to be more physically active is vital for their health and 

wellbeing. Individuals with SCI look to healthcare professionals for advice on PA and the 

recommendations presented here provide key considerations that can facilitate meaningful 

conversations about engagement and enjoyment of PA.   
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