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Top Tips for Engaging Disabled People in physical activity and sport

Disabled people, like everyone, 
want to enjoy physical activity,  
become fitter and stay well. 

They can however encounter barriers, which make getting involved in 
physical activity really difficult. It makes sense for organisations trying 
to encourage more disabled people to get involved in activity and  
sport to talk to them about the barriers they encounter and involve 
them in the design, development and delivery of their services.  
This will help to remove these barriers and  
is sometimes called co-production.

What do we mean by co-production 
and how do we do it?
At its most basic, co-production means that disabled people 
are asked what they think about a certain activity or club and 
their feedback is used to reshape the delivery of that session. 

It can be developed way beyond this to include the views and 
experiences of disabled people in the early design stages of 
services, in evaluation (seeing how services are performing) 
or even running organisations and being represented on 
trustee and other decision making boards. Experience shows 
that organisations who involve disabled people in designing, 
developing and delivering services are much more effective in 
enabling more disabled people to get active. 

Ladies in  
London 
enjoying  
a seated 
exercise class. 

Co-production is about creating equal 
partnerships, recognising people’s lived 
experiences as important, valuing everyone’s 

contribution and making sure that the different skills 
and experience people have are all welcome and 
included. It’s about building relationships where  
people respect each other to achieve long 
term goals and work together as equals from 
start to finish.
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Where to start?
Here are some basic checklists 
of things to think about when 
planning to make the services 
provided by your organisation 
more accessible to more disabled 
people. This first one can be used 
as a personal checklist, 

the second (overleaf) is for  
your organisation. These tips 
are designed to help you make 
small changes that can lead to 
big differences in disabled people 
becoming (and feeling) involved. 

  What can you do as an individual?

ASK THE EXPERT   Start from a place of understanding that 
disabled people are the ones who have experienced barriers and are 
best placed to make suggestions on how they could be removed.

LISTEN   Allow time for everyone to get their voices heard.  
Act on feedback or be honest about why something cannot  
happen. Try to respond positively to being challenged.  

DON’T MAKE ASSUMPTIONS    The issues that one disabled 
person faces may be completely different to those of another.  
That’s why it’s important to ask and listen. 

ACCESS, ACCESS, ACCESS    Is the start time of an activity or 
meeting right? Can people get in the building and use the facilities 
with ease? Have you publicised the activity in an accessible way?  
Are personal assistants and carers factored into numbers?

ASK & LISTEN IN ADVANCE     Find out what people need to 
access the activity (you might have to re-think the room, and 
time), some people might need printed material in large print or 
need sign language interpreters. Allow enough time for this  
part of planning the activity.
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Enjoying a personal 
training session  
at an inclusive gym.



 MEANINGFUL CONSULTATION    

How do you get feedback from the disabled people that use your 
services? Do you use a range of different methods to make sure 
that a wide range of disabled people can participate? How do you 
act on feedback and communicate how people’s views will be used?

YOUR STAFF TRAINING   Do you provide training to your staff 
about disability awareness and equality? Or specific training on how 
activities/sport can be made inclusive for all? Do you involve people 
who have lived experience of disability, long term health conditions 
or mental health issues as trainers?

 A PROPER STRATEGY    Enabling more disabled people to use 
your services. Do you have a disability strategy? (Looking at how 
your services can attract more disabled people and how you will 
attract more disabled people to work in your organisation.)  
Were disabled people involved in developing the strategy?

 UNDERSTAND AND ADDRESS BARRIERS   

Broadly speaking, these can be split into the following three areas; 

  Physical – e.g. lack of ramps, steps in the physical environment 
or equipment

   Attitude of staff & other people using your service  
e.g. negative attitudes about disability, staff lacking  
disability equality training

   Policies – e.g. inflexible working policies, such as no time off  
for hospital appointments or recruitment policies that 
discriminate against disabled people

INVOLVE DISABLED PEOPLE   How do you review your activity 
provision and/or services? Could you involve people with lived 
experience as experts in designing questionnaires, data collection 
and evaluation of your services?

What can you do as  an organisation?

Catching up in the 
pool can be better 
than over a coffee.
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Resources 
Find more top tips and further reading here:
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Many organisations consult with 
disabled people, seeking views, 
opinions and experiences. This is a 
great start but real involvement and 
co-production involves much more. 
Your local Disabled People’s User 
Led Organisation (and the resources 
below) may be able to help you to 
make sure that your policies actively 
include disabled people in design, 
development and delivery. 

Further information on 
involvement and co-production 
can be found at: 

Get Yourself Active: find ways for 
disabled people to get active in their 
local area in a way that is right for 
the individual. You can also find out 
about how people are using personal 
budgets to get active.  
www.getyourselfactive.org 

English Federation of  
Disability Sport: deliver a range of 
programmes and projects to support 
organisations and encourage disabled 
people to be more active. 
http://www.efds.co.uk/

Think Local, Act Personal (TLAP): 
a national partnership of more than 

50 organisations committed to 
transforming health and care  
through personalisation  
and community-based support.  
www.thinklocalactpersonal.org.uk

Animation: Great example describing 
involvement and co-production  
in practice. The Parable of the  
Blobs and Squares:  
https://vimeo.com/42332617

If you would like to seek further advice 
and support on involving disabled 
people in design, development 
and delivery of physical activity 
opportunities please contact the DR 
UK training and consultancy team at  
training@disabilityrightsuk.org
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