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ABSTRACT 

 

  One in five Americans has a disability and people with disabilities are the fastest growing 

subgroup in U.S. population. Despite the growing body of research in related fields, nature-

specific data are limited. The purpose of this research was to conduct a needs assessment of 

adults with disabilities and their advocates to assess perceived and/or experienced barriers to 

nature experiences and to gather recommendations for nature sites to be more accessible and 

inclusive.  Data were collected using semi-structured focus group interviews. Researchers 

partnered with four area disability service providers who assisted in recruiting and coordinating 

the participation of the intended audience. These adults participated in regular outings and 

activities with the partner agency and represented a variety of disabilities and backgrounds. 

Results revealed transportation, mobility challenges, health concerns, and being highly 

dependent on others as common constraints. Not feeling welcome and not being reached by 

typical marketing efforts were additional barriers. Results indicated staff awareness/training, 

accurate information about accessibility, welcoming messaging, and reaching out to groups as 

recommendations. Participant feedback and recommendations can be used to improve 

physical, administrative and programmatic accessibility and inclusion at nature sites.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



iv 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 

Thank you to everyone that helped make this project a reality. First my advisor and 

mentor, Kendra Liddicoat, who inspired this project and has encouraged me every step of the 

way. 

I would also like to thank the Wehr Nature Center staff for your support through this 

process. Thanks to the Friends of Wehr Board and Nature Center Director, Deb McRae, whose 

vision laid the path for this project with the goal of becoming the most accessible nature center 

in southeast Wisconsin.  

To my mother who demonstrated compassion and caring for people with disabilities and 

modeled from early on the importance of dignity and respect.  

To my husband and children for their patience as I pursued my dreams and for giving me 

the drive to be a woman they are proud to call mom.  

Finally, my sincere gratitude to the incredible focus group participants and my four 

partner agencies. Thank you for your willingness to share your time, your heartfelt 

participation, and encouragement. You are an inspiration! 

 

 

 

 

  



v 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

   

Abstract………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..…..iii 

Acknowledgments………………………………………………………………………………………….……..…..iv 

Table of Contents…………………………………………………………………………………………….…..…….v 

List of Appendices…………………………………………………………………………………………….……….vii 

Chapter 1:  Introduction………………………………………………………………………………….……….….1 

Purpose of the Study……………………………………………………………………………………………….…..3 

Research Question………………………………………………………..…………………………….……..….…...3 

Research Objectives……………………………………………………………………………………….....…....….3 

Assumptions………………………………………………………………………………………..……..……..……....4 

Limitations…………………………………………………………………….……………………………………....……4 

Definitions of Terms……………………………………………………………………………….…………..…….…5 

Chapter 2:  Review of Literature…………………………………………………………………….……………7 

Expectations, Perceptions, and Constraints Experienced  

by People with Disabilities……………………………………………………………………………………….….7 

Recommendations for Achieving Inclusion and Accessibility……………………………….….…..8 

Needs Assessment Methods – Mailed Survey vs. Focus Groups………………………………..…9 

Summary………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..….10 

Chapter 3:  Methods………………………………………………………………………………….………..…...11 

Subjects and Subject Selection……………………………………………………………………………….….11 

Data Collection………………………………………………………………………………….…………………….…12 



vi 
 

Data Analysis………………………………………………………………………………..…………………..……….14 

Chapter 4:  Results……………………………………………………………………………….………..………….16 

The Focus Groups…………………………………………………………….…………………..……………………16 

Assessing the Risks……………………………………………………………………………………………….….. 17 

Physical Barriers……………………………………………………………………………………………………..….18 

Social Barriers…………………………………………………………………………………………………….…..….21 

Community Support……………………………………………………………………………………………..……22 

Communication & Marketing……………………………………………………………………………..……..25 

Summary…………………………………………………………………………………………………………….….….28 

Chapter 5:  Discussion………………………………………………………………………………….….…….….29 

Discussion………………………………………………………………………………………………..………..….…..29 

Conclusions…………………………………………………………………………………………………………..……30 

Limitations……………………………………………………………………………………………………..….………31 

Recommendations for Practice……………………………………………………………………………….….32 

Recommendations for Future Research……………………………………………………….…………….33 

Literature Cited…………………………………………………………………………….……………….………….35 

 

 

 

 

 



vii 
 

LIST OF APPENDICES 

   

Appendix A:  Partner Recruitment Letter………………………………………………………………….…..38 

Appendix B:  Informed Consent Form……………………………………………………………………..…….40 

Appendix C:  Moderator Script………………………………………………………………………………………43 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 
 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Disabilities know no boundaries; they reach every socioeconomic, cultural, and 

geographic group. People with disabilities are the fastest growing subgroup of the U.S. 

population and the only one that any of us can enter at any time. By 2050, the population aged 

65 and over is expected to almost double that of 2012 (Ortman, Velkoff and Hogan, 2014). The 

major demographic shift from the aging baby boomer population will result in increased 

numbers of persons with disabilities and/or mobility challenges and necessitate a shift in 

facilities and services which will most certainly require preparation. Urban centers tend to have 

a higher density of visitors with disabilities due to the availability of services and support 

agencies. This combination suggests that the best plan for satisfying the needs of Milwaukee’s 

future residents is to start planning today. Although people with disabilities represent a 

significant percentage of our population, they are rarely a part of the planning conversation. 

Since 1990, there has been a growing body of research on accessibility and inclusion, 

specifically in the areas of therapeutic recreation, sports, and tourism, e.g. national parks, 

landmarks, cultural sites, and also with various sports and recreation activities. When it comes 

specifically to a nature experience, it seems like the research is missing something. While these 

surveys and studies can help point us in the right direction, a nature experience really is unique. 

It is often a mix of conservation, education, recreation and rejuvenation and, in such, requires 

its own research.  The existing research can perhaps help us understand these pieces 

individually but not the combined affect or experience. Further research is needed to better 

understand this combination and the specific experience of persons with disabilities.  
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Much of the research is related to national or statewide recreation. Focusing efforts on 

a local level will better serve the specific needs of local communities. Connecting locally and 

forging partnerships builds capacity to best serve people with disabilities. Fostering 

relationships with the disability community and their advocates will lead to improved response 

to real needs of those residents. Unlike a National Park where a visit may be as infrequent as 

once in a lifetime, local applications of this research can help cultivate regular and life-long 

users of nature sites. At the local level, persons with disabilities may also be more likely to 

engage as a program participant or volunteer. One’s local nature site allows for a lasting 

connection to a nearby natural area and even a seasonal enjoyment of the wildlife and 

landscape. Through ongoing connections with the local disability community, nature site staff 

and volunteers can foster relationships that can grow and flourish, resulting in a diverse, 

accessible and inclusive nature site for all. 

For nature-based professionals and organizations in Wisconsin, there is a desire to 

understand the specific needs of the disability community however there is a significant gap in 

nature-specific needs assessment information in Wisconsin. This was clearly identified as one of 

the top 10 professional development needs in a statewide survey – the same survey that 

identified nearly 700 EE organizations in the state (Kerlin, Kacoroski & Liddicoat, 2015). This 

shows great promise for future support of education and training efforts. It also points to a gap 

in the field that could explain the uneasiness of engaging people with disabilities. Assessment is 

needed to offer data-based, nature specific recommendations to provide direction for 

organizational and professional development.  
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PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

This research will conduct a needs assessment of persons with disabilities and their 

advocates to assess the perceived and/or experienced barriers related to physical, 

administrative and programmatic accessibility and inclusion at nature sites and the desired 

features and services.  

 

RESEARCH QUESTION 

How do nature sites in Southeast Wisconsin address accessibility and inclusion for people 

with disabilities? 

 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

1. Design a focus group interview and follow-up questionnaire that measures the perceived 

and experienced barriers to nature of persons with disabilities and the desired features 

and services of a nature experience.  

2. Partner with area service providers to assist in selecting/coordinating participation of 

intended audience. 

3. Conduct focus group interviews and follow-up questionnaires and interpret and evaluate 

the data collected. 
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ASSUMPTIONS 

1. The respondents have some interest in connecting with nature and that they don’t 

already have the nature experiences that they desire (amount and/or type). 

2. They will be willing to share their experienced or perceived barriers to nature and that 

these barriers are due to lack of accessibly and not other reasons. 

3. The participants will have adequate time to express their views and that communication 

will be assisted by advocates/caregivers if needed. 

4. Respondents will answer focus groups and survey questions honestly.   

 

LIMITATIONS 

1. The results of the interviews are only generalizable to the population being sampled. 

People with disabilities outside the greater Milwaukee area may have different 

experiences and preferences at nature sites. 

2. The participants are recruited by the partner agencies, not randomly selected from the 

general population with disabilities. Participants may therefore be engaged in more 

activities/services than individuals with disabilities that have no connection to an 

agency. 
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DEFINITIONS OF TERMS 

Accessibility: The level to which a site, facility, service or program is “easy to approach, 

enter, operate, participate in, and/or use safely and with dignity by a person with a 

disability” (Job Accommodation Network). 

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA): The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) 

“prohibits discrimination and ensures equal opportunity for persons with disabilities in 

employment, state and local government services, public accommodations, commercial 

facilities, and transportation”.   

Disability Awareness & Etiquette: “Educating and empowering everyone with the 

knowledge required to be responsive to the broader needs of a range of people with 

disabilities, information about the appropriate language, and practice of proper etiquette to 

communicate. People with disabilities are entitled to the same courtesies you would extend 

to anyone, including personal privacy and space” (rehab.cahwnet.gov). 

Disability Terminology, i.e. impairment, disability and handicap: Words used to 

communicate on the subject of disability. You may hear these words used interchangeably, 

but each has a distinctly different meaning (National Center on Accessibility).                                     

Impairment: identifiable organic or functional condition that may be permanent or 

temporary. An impairment refers to hearing, visual, neurological, cognitive or mobility 

conditions that have less quality, strength or value than normal.                                     

Disability: limitation of function that occurs as a result of an impairment that leads to 

limitations in one or more life areas.                                                                       

Handicap: physical or psychological damage as a result of interaction between the 
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environment and a disability; a societal imposition. For a person with paralysis who uses 

a wheelchair, a handicap would be not being able to enter a building due to structural 

barriers such as lack of a ramped entrance.                                                                                            

Diversity & Inclusion: Diversity means all the ways we differ. Some of these differences we 

are born with and cannot change. Anything that makes us unique is part of this definition of 

diversity. Inclusion involves bringing together and harnessing these diverse forces and 

resources, in a way that is beneficial. Inclusion puts the concept and practice of diversity into 

action by creating an environment of involvement, respect, and connection 

(diversityjournal.com).                               

Nature Site: Refers to any place where nature is experienced, including but not limited to 

nature centers, parks (city, county, state parks), wildlife areas, and gardens. 

Program Access Standard:  According to Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act, “A 

public entity shall operate each service, program, or activity so that the service, program, or 

activity, when viewed in its entirety, is readily accessible to and usable by individuals with 

disabilities” (ADA.gov). 

People First Language: Reporting, writing or referring to people with disabilities, always put 

the person first. This places focus on the individual, not on a disability. Only mention a 

person’s disability if it is relevant. Avoid grouping all individuals with disabilities together. For 

example, “the blind” or “the disabled.” Also be careful not to use language like “we/they” 

that suggests segregation (disabilityisnatural.com).                                                                 

Universal Design: Refers to the creation of structures and programs that can be used by all 

people (National Center on Accessibility). 
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CHAPTER 2:  REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The purpose of this study was to conduct a needs assessment of people with disabilities 

and their advocates related to nature experiences. Through the use of focus group interviews, 

the research sought to identify barriers to nature experiences facing people with disabilities 

and the resulting recommendations for nature sites to be more accessible and inclusive. This 

chapter will provide supporting research in the areas of: (1) Expectations, Perceptions, and 

Constraints Experienced by People with Disabilities, (2) Recommendations for Achieving 

Inclusion and Accessibility and (3) Needs Assessment Methods – Mailed Survey vs. Focus 

Groups. 

 

EXPECTATIONS, PERCEPTIONS, AND CONSTRAINTS EXPERIENCED BY PEOPLE 
WITH DISABILITIES  

 

Despite legal and institutional advancements for people with disabilities, barriers to providing 

needed services and experiences have persisted. The work of Brown, Kaplan and Quaderer 

(1999) showed that individuals, regardless of the degree of limitation, had similar preferences 

for outdoor recreation experiences. Individuals are not that different in their preferences, and 

yet people with disabilities have less of these desired experiences. To understand why this 

disparity exists, we must look at the perceived and/or experienced barriers preventing these 

opportunities. Using the National Survey of Recreation and the Environment,  

Williams, Vogelsong, Green and Cordell (2004) examined participation patterns and barriers 

faced by people with mobility disabilities. The analysis of the national survey showed that 
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“people with mobility disabilities participated less frequently in outdoor recreation activities 

than people without disabilities. Additionally, larger percentages of people with mobility 

disabilities identified constraints to participation than people without disabilities” (p. 92). Even 

at the national level, sites fall short of fully accommodating specific needs of visitors. Chen 

(2001) looked at perceptions of accessibility and barriers to participation by visitors with 

disabilities following their visit to one of the five selected national parks. Visitors with 

disabilities noted a lack of specific physical accessibility features as problems, as well as lack of 

knowledgeable or helpful staff regarding accessibility and accurate information on accessibility 

in the park. Similar results were found by Anderson and Heyne (2000) who conducted a 

statewide needs assessment of rural communities through the use of focus groups. When asked 

about major areas of concern in community recreation, focus group participants identified lack 

of awareness, acceptances, and correct information about people with disabilities and their 

needs, segregated vs. inclusive opportunities, and lack of skills to support inclusion. These 

studies suggest that it is not just physical accessibility that is of importance, but the social and 

organizational practices as well: accessibility and inclusion practices must be combined. It is 

clear that someone with a disability has many things to consider when selecting and planning 

for an activity. If sites do not offer accurate information, knowledgeable staff, basic physical 

accommodations, etc. this only adds complexity to the situation. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACHIEVING INCLUSION AND ACCESSIBILITY 

Once we are able to identify the constraints experienced by people with disabilities, we 

can move beyond simply expanding the services, to actually overcoming the barriers. Schleien, 



9 
 

Ray and Green (1997) suggested that a variety strategies should be employed to overcome 

barriers. They pointed to the importance of: a communication network for service providers, 

offering more variety in recreation, and moving towards more inclusive programs. They also 

suggested increasing the number of specially trained personnel. Community recreation 

research conducted by Anderson and Heyne (2000) would agree with the importance of 

strengthening communication and building a support network. Focus groups, consisting of 

diverse representations, identified recommendations to better facilitate community recreation. 

They suggested educating providers and the general community about the abilities and needs 

of people with disabilities, providing networking opportunities, and providing staff training. The 

work of Schleien, Germ, and McAvoy (1996) cited collaboration as key in designing inclusive 

programs. Beyond education, training and networking opportunities, the use of marketing 

strategies to reach participants of varying abilities, programmatic adaptations and the 

conducting of formative evaluations was important. Clearly, accessibility and inclusion takes 

planning and a commitment on an organizational level. While can be an extensive process, 

taking time to implement properly, key adjustments can be made to programmatic and 

administrative practices to move in the right direction. By using a collaborative approach, trust 

and communication can be strengthened, while assuring that you are responding to the needs 

of the target audience.  

  

NEEDS ASSESSMENT METHODS – MAILED SURVEY VS. FOCUS GROUPS 

Research on accessibility and inclusion includes surveys, interviews and focus groups 

and ranges from individuals, small communities to statewide assessments. Each of these has 
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valuable characteristics, providing a unique view of the issues at hand. For the purpose of 

promoting change, however, we need to go beyond a simple inventory of problems. According 

to Germ and Schleien (1997), in the past, mailed surveys were the primary method of a needs 

assessment on a statewide level. This proved to be insufficient due to the lack of 

communication among agencies and the people with disabilities they serve. Without 

communication and a plan for implementing change, data from surveys fall short of being 

useful (Anderson & Heyne, 2000). Focus groups, as an alternative to the traditional mailed 

survey, encourage communication, in depth responses and detailed feedback. “Focus groups 

can provide a powerful source of information as service providers hear firsthand about local 

community needs, concerns, and ideas.” (Anderson & Heyne, 2000, p. 33). 

  

SUMMARY 

The articles cited above suggest that there is no one-size-fits-all solution to the barriers 

to nature that are experienced by people with disabilities. There are, however, common 

themes that highlight similar constraints in a variety of settings. By tying these lessons to three 

areas: physical, programmatic and administrative, it suggests a path forward. This study used 

the existing research in similar fields to shape focus group sessions to produce meaningful 

feedback specific to nature sites. Incorporating people with disabilities, their advocates, and 

service providers, allowed for a variety of responses to help shape recommendations.  
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CHAPTER 3:  METHODS 

Data for this research project came through focus group interviews. The participants 

included individuals with disabilities, caretakers, and service providers.  Questions addressed 

the perceived and/or experienced barriers related to the physical, administrative and 

programmatic accessibility and inclusion of nature sites and the desired features and services. 

This study employed a grounded theory approach. According to Creswell (2013), 

grounded theory is a “qualitative research design in which the inquirer generates a general 

explanation (a theory) of a process, an action, or an interaction shaped by the views of a large 

number of participants” (p. 83).  

 

SUBJECTS AND SUBJECT SELECTION 

Based on the success of previous collaborations with community and service provider 

groups, it was determined that the most effective way to recruit participants was not by trying 

to locate individuals with disabilities but rather to partner with agencies already serving the 

intended audience.  Four partner agencies in the greater Milwaukee area were recruited for the 

study. Each agency assisted in selecting initial focus group participants from their site and 

helped prepare any needed accommodations in advance. Agencies helped facilitate meeting 

logistics, including informed consent forms and transportation. The participants could have 

included, but were not limited to: individuals with disabilities, family members, advocates, 

caretakers and service providers. One focus group session was conducted with each of the four 

partner agencies. A minimum of five and a maximum of 10 people were recruited to participate 
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in each session. Participants were consenting adults from a variety of backgrounds, including at 

least one person with a disability and one staff member or agency representative at each focus 

group session. By including both primary users (people with disabilities) and secondary users 

(people facilitating experiences) of nature sites/services researchers were able to understand a 

broader spectrum of desire and/or capacity to incorporate nature activities on a regular basis. 

This range of feedback resulted in comprehensive recommendations that include both an 

individual’s and provider’s perspective.  

  

DATA COLLECTION 

The research employed a semi-structured interview format in focus group sessions. 

Sessions were 90 minutes long covering seven questions. The research team consisted of two 

facilitators, one serving primarily as the moderator and the other as the note-taker. The 

moderator posed the interview questions, guided the discussion and ensured all participants 

had the opportunity to contribute. The note-taker recorded observations and responses both 

by taking hand-written notes and recording audio for later review.  

During the discussions, constraints expressed by individuals were seconded or 

countered by others. Participants were encouraged to elaborate on experiences or perceptions 

as well as any recommendations for nature sites to increase accessibility and inclusion. 

Interview questions strived to bring these comments out without inserting researchers’ bias or 

prior knowledge of issues in related fields. Using an experienced facilitator is crucial as they 

ensure equal opportunity for participation and allow the theory to emerge from the data as 
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opposed to influencing the sessions with preconceived ideas (Mack, Woodsong, Macqueen, 

Guest &Namey, 2005). Researchers in this study were well versed in disability language and 

culture and trained in disability etiquette. They were familiar with the typical nature site 

experience of people without disabilities. These trained researchers avoided harm that may 

arise from misuse of terms or inattention to logistics that make the focus group inaccessible to 

all participants. 

The main categories of questions included: participation, benefits, risks, barriers, 

community, interests, and communication. The questions (Figure A) began with gauging the 

frequency and type of nature experiences participants were having and the benefits that 

motivated them to participate. Participants were asked to identify the physical and social 

barriers to having nature experiences in order to better understand the challenges involved in 

the planning process for someone with a disability. Participants where then asked about the 

nature experiences they want to see and how nature sites might be able to better serve and 

communicate with people with disabilities.  

Data from the focus groups included audio recordings, verbatim transcripts, and 

detailed notes. Transcripts and notes were analyzed using the constant comparison method 

(Creswell, 2013). Common themes were identified as well as recommendations for features and 

services based on participant feedback. By working with multiple agencies and locations, a 

diverse group of participants and multiple facilitators/ researchers, the research uses the 

strategy of triangulation to achieve trustworthiness. 
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DATA ANALYSIS  

Immediately following each focus group session the moderator and note-taker had a 

debriefing session within 30 minutes of the focus group session to call attention to any 

information that might require research, clarification, improvement, etc. before the next 

session.  

Three levels of coding were used to analyze the data: open coding, axial coding and 

selective coding. Constant comparison was used throughout the coding process until saturation 

was reached. Once the data had been transcribed following a focus group session, the 

researcher began coding line by line underlining significant words and phrases from 

 

Figure A: Focus Group Questions 

1. Tell us about your participation in activities or services at nature sites.  

2. What motivates you? What benefits do you feel from a nature experience?  

3. What worries, concerns, fears, do you have about visiting and/or participating at 

nature sites?  

4. What barriers have you experienced at nature sites? Are they physical or social 

constraints, or both?  

5. What would you like to see happen regarding nature sites in your community? What 

recommendations do you have for future services? 

6. What would you be interested in exploring– trails, wildlife, educational programs, 

volunteer opportunities, special events? 

7. How could a nature site communicate information regarding accessibility and 

inclusion? What works and what doesn’t work? 
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participants’ responses. From these observations, the researcher pulled out categories related 

to concepts, ideas and experiences. Axial coding was then used in bringing these categories into 

groupings leading to potential themes. Finally, selective coding was employed to fuse 

categories and themes in order to build a story around an understanding of the participants’ 

perception and experiences (Creswell, 2013). 
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CHAPTER 4:  RESULTS 

THE FOCUS GROUPS  

Four focus group sessions were conducted, one for each of the partner agencies. 

Participants in Focus Group A were millennials in a transition program called Goodwill 

Community Connect that met twice per week.  The goal of the program was to get young adults 

into their community and learn skills to function independently. Focus Group B, Adult Day 

Services, were uniquely situated in a building located in a county park. The daily program 

provides activities and outings for adults with disabilities. Focus Group C, Goodwill Community 

Opportunities Club, was also located a county park. Like Group B, this is a day service program 

for adults with disabilities with the goal of building relationships and providing meaningful 

experiences. Focus Group D, Visually Impaired Veterans, is a group supported through the 

Milwaukee VA Hospital. This peer support group meets monthly and provides fieldtrip 

opportunities for members.  

Focus groups ranged from 4-12 participants. For the purpose of the supporting 

quotations listed below, participants will be labeled with their group letter (A, B, C or D) and 

participant number. Five main categories were identified in the responses of focus group 

participants: (a) assessing the risk, b) physical barriers, (c) social barriers, (d) community 

support, and (e) communication and marketing. Within each of these five categories, specific 

themes emerged. These themes along with supporting quotes are present in this section. 
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Category One: Assessing the Risk 

There are a considerable number of concerns involved in the planning of a nature 

experience for someone with a disability. Uncertainty of what the experience might entail and 

restrictions related to their disability add layers of constraint to the planning process.  

Theme 1: A common theme was a fear of the unknown. Getting lost was the most 

prevalent threat when considering a nature experience. The idea of something being 

unpredictable and not knowing what to expect. A lot could potentially happen.  

Me, I feel unsafe because something can happen, I could get lost, how am I going to find 
that person, I don’t have a phone to find the person…, because I have seizures, 
something can happen to me and I could hurt myself, we can’t find each other, you talk 
to the wrong person…something could really happen. (B2) 
 
Theme 2: Participants indicated that their choices are largely affected by their health 

and disability.   

I used to [get outside] 7 days a week, all the time, then accident…sometimes now. 12 
years old…accident. Now, I have seizures. (C6)  
 
I’ve had so many things change since 1948. I have to be cautious that there are facilities 
that I can get around. I can walk short distances, but very short distances. I need 
assistance and so if I figure I can make, I’ll give it a try, but if I can’t… I have a vision 
problem, a heart problem, artificial knees in both legs, deaf in this ear, wear a hearing 
aid in this one. I got so many things wrong that I have to be very cautious to where I go. 
And steps, have to always be cautious of steps can’t go down steps to well. Restrooms 
ain’t that bad see I do walk a few feet. But I’m always very cautious as to where I’m 
walking, where I’m coming from. As long as there are side rails, use my arms to pull me 
up or down, gradual incline, think it’d be better. I go as often as I feel I can. I enjoy it 
because it gets me out of my house. (D4) 
 
Theme 3: Participants self-imposed some restrictions due to their health/disability. But 

often it is others that push the issue despite the desire to spend more time outdoors. 

Caregivers, staff, family, etc. can be the ones restricting.  
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I would like to do more nature things now that I done got older but I can’t do ‘em. 
Health wise. But I do like to go, when she said let’s go somewhere, in the car, starting up 
the keys, she said let’s go, and I’m already in the car. (C1) 
 
Staff clarifies: Why do you think with your health, you can’t do it? 
 
No I think I can. It’s just that they won’t let me. I think I can but they say we don’t want 
you going out the neighborhood just by yourself. I would like to do more nature things 
with the people I’m with. (C1) 
 

And in other cases, they are not allowed to go out alone.  

 
I am in a handicapped group home and they don’t want me to leave the building, so I 
don’t. (B1) 
 
Theme 4: Another theme is relying on others. It can be very difficult for an individual 

who may want to get outside but are at the whim of other people’s schedules. They need 

someone to go with but do not always have that option.  

It’s hard for me because my mom is usually, sometimes me and her will do something, 
otherwise she’s so, half the time busy, so I have to wait on her schedule because since 
my dad’s gone it’s only me and her. So if I do want to do something, the lady across the 
street from me, does stuff with me when she has the time. She’ll take me to do 
something. If I want to go for a walk at Hoyt [Park], she’ll take me for that. (C7)  
 

Category Two: Physical Barriers 

For someone with a disability there are serious barriers to overcome to actually get to 

the site and then to navigate once there. Someone with a disability must address the physical 

features of the site and determine if they can be overcome.  Without this information, it is 

difficult for someone to assess if their experience will be successful.  

Theme 1: Having a companion of some sort, is a crucial part of having a nature 

experience, for safety but also transportation. Transportation was an extremely common 

theme.  
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But even with my veterans, my veterans aren’t going to go anywhere independently or 
alone if depending on the severity of their condition. If he’s got a dual sensory loss like 
hearing and vision that doesn’t promote…he may want to go but that doesn’t promote 
them to go unless some family member is going to give them transportation and to be 
with them while they’re there. There may be medical issues, he has to take medication 
while he’s out or he has to have a snack while he’s out. All those things have to be 
factored in. (D12) 
 

Overcoming the transportation barrier, especially independently posed a challenge. Not all 

rides have a lift or can transport a wheelchair. Most cab services just drop you at the curb. 

Whereas Milwaukee County paratransit, used by some, provides door-to-door services but not 

without limits. 

If it’s a trip out of the county lines area or across state lines that becomes very pricy and 
very limited on transportation times and also companies that will…if you start at the 
downtown train station they will only go to certain routes. (D7) 
 

Another factor is cost of transportation. 

 
If I want to come out here that’s like $60-75 one way so it gets costly. But they have 
what’s called K town taxi, that’s out of Racine or Kenosha and it, to go to a nature place, 
I had to register with them with a doctor and all that stuff first so otherwise other taxis 
are very expensive. But if I wanted to come here it would cost me $20 round trip to 
come here but I have to provide them with an address for your location for them to 
bring me here and then I can call them back up when I’m all done and their come back 
and get me. So that’s a one on-one situation. (D6) 
 
Theme 2: Once the transportation barrier is overcome to get to the site, other physical 

barriers related to mobility may be experienced to get to a designated area. 

On the walk back here from the bathroom we were talking about how some places it’s 
such a long walk from where you can park your car to where you’re supposed to sit at 
the picnic table, or where you are supposed to view nature or where you are supposed 
to do anything, that for someone like [indicates another participant that uses a walker] 
it’s difficult to even make that walk in the first place. So you just kind of don’t want to 
do it. Or if you park your car and then it’s all grass or all sandy beach, you can’t get to 
the picnic table or you can’t get to bench. (C4) 
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Challenges in navigating the surfaces at a nature site were an extremely prevalent theme. For 

those with mobility challenges, uneven paths, walkways in disrepair and trail surfaces like 

woodchips posed particular problems. 

  
They would have them [paths] level enough for me to walk, I have my walker all the 
time I have to walk but I have to make sure that its smooth for me, pavement, 
woodchips I have to be careful with that. (C7) 
 
Narrow sidewalks, cracks in the sidewalk, walking – trip over things…a lot of people do 
have a lot of trouble with that problem too. (C5) 
  

Hazardous walkways pose trip hazards and impede enjoyment of area. In the case of people 

with visual impairments, this can have greater impact.  

When you’re visually impaired, there’s a security factor, a stability factor, now if you’re 
visually impaired and use have to use a scooter or use a walker or even if your using a 
cane the blacktop is preferable because that will hold up to because when it rains or 
snow the woodchip areas, the gravel areas will tend to shift. So without you even being 
aware of it, you could get a sink, a hole and then that person who is visually impaired 
can’t see that hole, they get this sudden shift in the environment or the trail is tilting or 
slanted one way or the other, it becomes very insecure. Where a visually person has 
visual orientation to it, a visually impaired person doesn’t know until they actually make 
that step onto it. Even with a cane, the cane will pick up a subtle elevation change such 
as that….So the asphalt has its advantages in terms of availability and accessibility which 
is important. The other thing is where you have the road inclining or declining especially 
if radical, you need handrails to give that elderly person or visually impaired person the 
sense of security that they can go out and use this not only as a guide but for security 
and stability purposes where there may be shifting, changes in elevation or declination 
on the trail. (D12) 
  
Theme 3: Another prevalent barrier was accessing facilities particularly, bathrooms. 

Concerns ranged from distance to bathroom, locked bathrooms, non-automatic doors hard to 

get through.  

Bathrooms sometimes on the trail the bathroom might be further than the actual 
trail…Usually if I go somewhere where there is a trails, usually somebody is always with 
me…They’ll [park staff] accommodate you if you tell them. (C3) 
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Theme 4: When asked about equipment needed to engage in activities, most stated that 

did not have items like fishing gear, binoculars, water craft, etc.  

We probably could get them [binoculars], we could just budget money for it and keep 
materials there. It would be nice if there was an ability to rent. I think that always makes 
things easier. (A4) 

 

Category Three: Social Barriers 

People with disabilities not only face limitations to the physical environment but social 

barriers as well. A nature site may seem to someone like it is not a place for them. They may be 

unsure if their disability is welcome or can be accommodated.  

Theme 1: Surprisingly, little was said about inclusive programming, having the option to 

have integrated experiences. Except for the group whose purpose was community connections 

for those individuals.  

Is it more helpful to have inclusive programs or one geared specifically for your group? 
(moderator)  
A little bit of both…our program’s purpose is to get them out there and get them 
familiar with the community and be able to interact with everybody and build those 
relationships and friendships so we gear towards that, but also we do have to look at 
obstacles and barriers, how are they going to be accessible if this is a, b c... We [program 
staff] really just try to get them out there and connect to the community. (A4) 
  
Theme 2: Instead, more focus was placed on the importance of feeling/being welcome.  

As long as spaces like these do realize that they need to accommodate like I said last 
time I thought it was wonderful and I’m sure you’re going to find flaws that you might 
want to change but as long as there’s recognized that there’s a need then they are on 
the road to solving a big problem. There’s a need not only with the visually impaired and 
the hearing impaired, spinal cord injury people, traumatic brain injury people, all these 
people are not lost to the world there’s just lost to society and as long as society just 
puts them back on the shelf they are going to stay there. If you want to draw them out 
they’re going to become more receptive to going to places like this enjoying nice places 
like this but they’re not going to do it on their own because they don’t feel like they’re 
welcome yet. And making them feel welcome is the biggest thing. (D11) 
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Theme 3: Sometimes a guided experience (not necessarily an inclusive one) is needed in 

order to acclimate and empower people to embrace nature experiences.   

Once in a while, especially as we are older, we really can’t transport ourselves a lot. In 
fact I think the last time we came out here was the first time people were able to get 
out in nature in years because going to the parks on your own, you don’t have the 
senses to really appreciate it the visual and even hearing problems. But the experience 
of coming to a nature center or a camp where you have supervised activities helps them 
to realize what is all out there and what’s still available to them. (D11) 
  
Knowledgeable staff to help make people feel more comfortable, because sometimes I 
could say I think you guys will have a really good time but it helps to have an additional 
person who knows how things operate, to say you don’t have to be nervous you have 
life vests, it’s going to be a good time, just to have the reinforcement. (A4) 

 
Category Four: Community Support 

Being connected to a group, and the staff and resources that are involved, is an 

important support network for an adult with disabilities. Participants shared recommendations 

for raising disability awareness in the larger community, including nature sites. 

Theme 1: For many, it’s the group that makes nature experiences possible. Outings in a 

group often provide the needed support. 

As long as we are group functioning that doesn’t become a problem, we have adequate 
transportation, we have adequate numbers of volunteers to assist….But typically and I 
think this is pretty much universal anybody in a group setting will have less problems 
when going out. There is an advantage to being with a group is that we develop a sense 
of comradery we being to know each other. We jump in and are willing to help the next 
guy. (D12) 
 
Theme 2: More specifically for some, it’s the role of the staff, who is themselves a 

nature lover that pursues nature-based experiences and is determined to include nature in 

outing and activity choices.  

Oh I’m like a nature junkie. (C4) 
 
I would go everyday (if I could), I love nature. (A4) 
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When I’m in nature I feel grounded, I feel like I can appreciate what’s all around me, and 
not have to think about anything else, it really helps me with my anxiety and that 
probably the biggest thing aside from you know just visually being stunning. (B4) 
 
Everyday there is something different in nature that you don’t anticipate or that you 
don’t expect. On another note, thank god we were born on earth, and we should 
respect it. And then enjoy the things that are out there in nature, it’s really more to life, 
nature can provide so many experiences for you. (D12) 
  
Theme 3: The staff not only find and facilitate these experiences, but they are the ones 

to seek out the details they know are needed for participants to decide if they can do it.  

Sometimes as staff we will go and drive somewhere ahead of time and check it out 
before we go there, because everybody’s idea in the general public of handicapped 
accessible is different. Especially with bathrooms, people’s idea of what a handicapped 
accessible bathroom is, is different. Have you ever been somewhere where people were 
like, yeah the bathrooms are fine, but then you can’t even fit your wheelchair through 
the door? [question directed to another participant that uses a wheelchair] (C4) 

 
Theme 4: Accessible isn’t the same for everyone. When asked if people knew what it 

was like to have a disability, participants pointed to a general lack of awareness, knowledge, 

and skill regarding people with disabilities. 

No not really. I don’t think that they, unless they in that position, or know somebody 
that’s in that position, have probably never understand what it’s like. That’s one of 
those things people have to experience for themselves and if they haven’t experienced 
it, they’ll never know what it’s like. (C3) 
 
No, they didn’t have a clue, people need to be aware of people with disabilities so they 
can go places, they need to be more handicap accessible. My mom, she’s in a 
wheelchair, everything’s in the way of me pushing her in the wheelchair and a lot of the 
people get in the way, I went to state fair with my mom and I had to push her in a 
wheelchair and people were so rude. (B3) 
 
I don’t think the public in general is knowledgeable. (D11) 
 
I gotta say this is all as new to us as it is to you. In the past not much attention was paid 
to the visually impaired or the blind. In fact it was almost like they wanted to shelve 
them like they do with a lot of the handicapped people it’s just better out of sight out of 
mind type of thing. We have been learning to advocate more for ourselves. (D11) 
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Theme 5: However, participants indicated some progress in this area. The efforts made 

by nature centers and other educational sites are recognized and appreciated in the disability 

community.  

Is there room for improvement? There’s room for improvement everywhere, you know, 
but I can see there’re trying and I can see they’re interested in doing that and I can see 
that the other museums are trying and interested in doing that because they’re missing 
out on a whole part of the population cuz other people are not just blind it might be 
visually impaired or blurred vision and they feel excluded when they go to places like 
this because it’s made for the senses of the eyes and ears. (D11) 
 
It is great that we had this meeting today as it is beneficial for individuals with 
disabilities to have a say in their nature community. (A4) 
 

 Theme 6: Participants had several ideas of how sites could better prepare to 

accommodate people with disabilities by seeing it from their perspective. 

I think people would understand it better if like they could see it first-hand so like if 
there was a way that you know like a video or something, even doing it like a skit 
almost, just so, people can get it in their minds, like OK what if it was me and I was in 
this situation how would I handle it. And then they see the right way to handle it and 
they’ll be able to maneuver and do what they had to do. (C3) 
 
Like you showed us a film or your pictures of the places to go, they should show them 
how it is, got a drawing of a handicapped person and the size of the bathroom and the 
size of the wheelchair, show it visually. (C1) 

 Theme 7: Disability Etiquette training for staff was another suggestion. 

It’s not just the staff working at a nature center or museum or even at a restaurant 
however that is a very easily remedied if you or your staff want to know what do you 
know when you meet a blind person what is the best way to assist a blind person, that’s 
like a 15 minute experience that we can give you. We have staff we have people that are 
trained, we could come in and train your staff and volunteers how do you work with a 
visually impaired, blind or hard of hearing person. That’s maybe one meeting, one hour 
out of an evening that you could get them all together as a group and I’ve advocated 
that for many many many years. (D12) 
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Category Five: Communication and Marketing 

Information from nature sites is not reaching adults with disabilities the way it is the 

general public. Participants shared recommendations for how nature sites can best connect 

with them and encourage their participation. 

Theme 1: Another theme emerged when asked about communication and marketing. 

Some people may not consider nature as an option to them. They may have an idea of what a 

place or activity is like and think they can’t do it. 

Where they’re sitting at home afraid, what am I going to do out there, are they going to 
assist me, am I going to navigate the roads, I’m too disabled to go. They are already 
formulating that, they’ve been told that. (D11) 
 
Right now I doubt if they say let’s go to Wehr Nature Center cuz everybody thinks going 
to a nature center is going out where you have to walk long trails and you have to do 
this and you have to do that and some people would enjoy it and some people just say, I 
can’t I can’t do it. As long as you put out there hey we can accommodate. (D12) 

 
Theme 2: Participants suggested that perhaps a shift in message and mindset might be a 

key factor in reaching audiences with disabilities.  

You have to present yourself as flexible, versatile, it’s a mental set, and it’s a mindset 
more than anything else for the provider, like you are. And then we have to alter the 
mindset of our clientele and that’s where we come in, on our end. These guys are 
hungry for any new experience that we can throw at them. And I think you’d find that 
same thing in the senior citizens center, peer support groups, you’ll find that. Nobodies 
telling me, you’re welcome and sometimes you need to ask that question, like you’re 
doing right now. What can we do to better accommodate you?  The ability and the 
willingness…and I think the world will come. (D12) 

 
Theme 3: Be willing to accommodate. Invite people with disabilities to inquire and ask 

for accommodation. Ideas for what that might sound like.  

We can accommodate all handicaps, call us talk to our specialist, and our reservations 
for handicapped. (D12) 
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We have a program now that we can accommodate…if you want to bring a group out all 
you have to do is call, we’ll make sure we have people here to help they might say hey 
that sounds like a good outing for us. (D11) 
 
We can accommodate visually impaired, blind, hard of hearing we can accommodate 
you, please let us know what your disability is, we’ll make arrangements. (D12) 
  
Theme 4: Accurate Information is important for planning. Participants pointed to the 

need to be clear about what is being offered and what accommodations can be made. 

Don’t be afraid to segment your experiences. You don’t have to see all of Wehr Nature 
Center in one day. In fact it’s a good idea when you’re dealing with people with 
disabilities which involve seeing hearing or mobility disability that’s anybody that uses a 
walker or wheelchair or whatever that and I think in your advertisement they need to be 
addressed that way, other than handicapped, each group has its own perception of 
themselves and if you don’t mention well it’s for blind or its only for handicapped, I 
mean whose handicapped, I’m sitting here in a wheelchair and I’m wondering well does 
that mean me? (D12) 

 
Theme 5: In exploring the ways in which individuals get information about nature 

experiences, there is a range of fluency/comfort with technology and access to computer or 

other devices. 

He uses his GPS all the time, so when we travel, I’ll ask him…or I’ll start looking it 
up…and he’s already got it. That’s become a big reliable source when we go around in 
the community and try to find out where we’re going. [Staff member referring to 
another participant] (A4)  
  

When asked how you might find more information about something you were worried about or 

how nature sites might give you information about activities, younger participants pointed to 

new media. 

Internet. That’s the number one thing. (A4) 
 
Computer stuff, need to find more stuff online. (A1) 
 
Your phone, on google (when asked what’s most convenient). (A3) 
 
Facebook, all the time! (Everyone agrees they use Facebook). (A1) 
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Yeah because they have events and stuff you could go to, they have event pages on 
Facebook. That’s how I found out about the Bay View Cleanup. (B3) 
 

Older individuals tended to reference traditional forms of media as information sources. 

I’m snail mail, I don’t have any electronics. (B1) 
 
Yeah I read the newspaper. We get the newspaper in the morning at the house. We get 
it at day program. (B1) 
 
I think that TV was one of the good ideas because people watch a lot of TV, especially 
the older people. I watch my share. (D10) 
 
And I don’t know if they have a paper copy that they mail out to people, but that would 
probably be helpful because a lot of people don’t have computer access. (C4) 
 

But in general, individuals look to their staff to fill them in. 

Well the staff there they choose the activity, then what they do is sometime they ask us 
if you want to go on this trip or that trip and we have the right to say yes or no…but the 
staff goes on the trip with us to make sure nothing happens or just make sure that it’s 
the things we’re looking forward to doing… (B2) 

 
The staff here, I don’t know about on my own, maybe a booklet, they call and check it 
out for me, that’s the only way I would know. (C1) 
 

 Theme 6: Agencies prefer a mix both new and traditional media to get information that 

they can share with clients and/or use in planning outings and activities. 

The internet, I definitely agree with that, if it’s on their webpage, it’s always easiest just 
to hop online, but I do like getting snail mail too, if they send newsletters or pamphlets 
that nice too - I don’t think people do that much anymore. Social media probably. (B4) 
 
We actually have a hub, on the internet, where our whole team kind of comes together 
where we share all the places we’ve been to and with this program I have been 
reflecting off of that, it’s called Salesforce, we use that as a team, we find something, 
put it out there. (A4) 
 
I can’t say we get anything really nature-related in the mail. We do have folks who come 
out and I’m not sure what organization they’re from, they come out, they bring flyers to 
put in the brochure holders out in the main area and sometimes those are park related 
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things or like walks…and those are through Mike Bonk, does those newsletters. And I 
don’t know if they have a paper copy that they mail out to people, but that would 
probably be helpful because a lot of people don’t have computer access. (C4) 
 
It needs to be on public television, and I know we are talking money again but the 
average person is sitting there with his TV or radio going feeling bored to death another 
day, I got up I had my cereal now I’m sitting here. They tend to lose sight of what’s in 
the environment what’s in the world especially when there is no one talking to them. 
(D12) 

  

SUMMARY 

The focus group interviews indicate the many barriers to nature that are experienced by 

people with disabilities. Despite these constraints, participants are hungry for more nature 

experiences and willing to provide in depth feedback and recommendations for nature sites to 

be more accessible and inclusive for all.    
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CHAPTER 5:  DISCUSSION 

 The purpose of this study was to conduct a needs assessment of persons with 

disabilities and their advocates to assess the perceived and/or experienced barriers related to 

the physical, administrative and programmatic accessibility and inclusion at nature sites and the 

desired features and services.  

 

DISCUSSION  

The results of the focus groups demonstrate a clear preference for nature and an 

interest in a variety of outdoor activities. This is consistent with the research of Brown, Kaplan 

and Quaderer (1999) which showed that individuals, regardless of limitation, had similar 

preferences for outdoor recreation experiences. Despite the desire to be in nature, 

considerable barriers persist as suggested by the National Survey of Recreation and the 

Environment (Williams, Vogelsong, Green & Cordell, 2004). Although there was some feedback 

on inclusive programs, the vast majority of participants leaned towards a preference for 

disability specific group experiences. The fact that their group provides comradery, safety and 

most of all transportation, may explain this preference. In contrast, Anderson and Heyne’s 

(2000) focus group research on inclusive recreation in rural communities gathered data from 

families as opposed to adults with disabilities.  

Not unlike results of Chen’s (2001) survey of people with disabilities following a national 

park visit, focus group participants pointed to a lack of specific physical accessibility features as 

problems as well as lack of knowledgeable or helpful staff regarding accessibility and accurate 
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information on accessibility in the park. In addition, participant responses are consistent with 

the research of Anderson and Heyne (2000) whose results identified lack of awareness, 

acceptance, and correct information about people with disabilities and their needs, and lack of 

skills to support inclusion. 

Results of this study highlight a number of recommendations that can be implemented 

by nature sites in order to start overcoming that persist barriers experience by people with 

disabilities. Recommendations were in line with Anderson and Heyne (2000) who emphasize 

the need for educating providers about the abilities and needs of people with disabilities as well 

as providing staff training. The results also reinforced the findings of Schleien et al. (1996) 

which showed that beyond staff training, recommended administrative practices include 

communicating an inclusive message and the use of marketing strategies to reach participants 

of varying abilities. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

Based on the findings and within limitation of this study, it is reasonable to conclude 

that although every individual’s experience is unique, common constraints exist across disability 

types. It is clear that these participants have embraced nature and have had opportunities to 

engage but are hungry for more. If it were not for their program and/or specific staff with a 

passion for nature, it is unclear how much nature would be a part of their daily routine 

considering the many barriers that they experience.  Some of the most common barriers, 

transportation, and going alone are solved by being a part of the group.  
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Returning to the research question of how to nature sites serve people with disabilities. 

The participants identified features or services that nature sites provided as accommodations, 

but the examples were few and far between. Nature sites were either not doing much or not 

doing a good job of marketing/providing information about their site.  It is clear that people 

want to be included, invited, and asked for feedback.  

A message of “we can accommodate,” along with the ability to communicate about 

what is offered, is key. It appears that groups can be the invaluable connector in bridging the 

gap where this underserved audience has traditionally been overlooked. Reaching out to 

groups and making sure the message of inclusion and accommodation is heard is necessary for 

nature sites to better serve people with disabilities.  

 

LIMITATIONS 

This research offers an understanding of the barriers to nature that are experienced by 

adults with disabilities that are living in the greater Milwaukee area and that are connected to 

one of the four partner agencies. Participants outside this geographic area and/or not 

connected to a group of some kind, may have difference experiences and recommendations. 

Participants represented a range of disability type and severity, however, results were not 

sorted or reported based on these differences and therefore disability-specific conclusions 

should not be assumed. In accordance with UWSP’s Institutional Review Board’s policies for 

research with protected populations, participants were not asked personal medical 

information.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

The results of this needs assessment point to gap between the desired nature 

experiences of adults with disabilities and the awareness and/or ability of nature sites to 

engage and accommodate this underserved audience.  However, efforts are underway at 

several nature sites in the greater Milwaukee area to be more accessible and inclusive. Also, 

professionals in the nature and environmental education (EE) field have identified accessibility 

and inclusion as a top organizational development need in the recent 2015 survey of EE-related 

organizations (Kerlin, Kacoroski, & Liddicoat, 2015). This study may serve to open the door to 

further conversations and research. It is clear from the nature and depth of participant 

responses that they have a lot of insight to share and are excited to be part of the solution for 

people of all abilities. If nature sites intend to develop more accessible and inclusive resources, 

it is imperative that people with disabilities are engaged in the process.  

 Based on the feedback from adults with disabilities and their advocates that 

participated in the focus group sessions, some basic guiding recommendations for nature sites 

have been compiled and are listed below. 

· Connecting with a group is typically the best way to reach individuals with 

disabilities. Consider reaching out to disability service agencies, adult day 

services, veterans groups, senior centers, and peer support groups. 

· Opening the door to potential visitors with disabilities starts with a message of 

“we can accommodate”. Then, be specific about what is offered and be open to 
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work with people. Once people feel welcome and know what’s there for them 

they can decide if it will work for them. 

· Encourage your agency to provide training on disability etiquette and disability 

issues. Consider designating an “inclusion coordinator” that can help with 

questions and requests that come from individuals or groups with disabilities.  

· Don’t be afraid to engage. If you are unfamiliar with a disability and unsure how 

to act, it’s better to ask than to ignore. Each disability presents unique challenges 

and an individual often someone fits into more than one disability group.  

· Don’t be overwhelmed. You don’t have to suddenly become 100% accessible and 

inclusive. Start by being able to articulate the physical specifications of buildings, 

trails, and other areas. Then try to identify aspects of your programming and 

resources that are designed with accessibility and inclusion in mind. The more 

specific you can be, the better a potential visitor can judge if it will fit their 

specific needs. 

   

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Results from this study provide an understanding of some of the barriers to nature 

experiences that affect adults with disabilities. The results reported focus on only a portion of 

the topics covered in the focus group questions. Focus group questions related to past nature 

experiences were intriguing and suggest a strong tie to their current view of nature. In many 

cases their ability to maintain a connection to nature diminished as their health declined. 
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Further research may look into the relationship to nature over a lifetime, particularly in the case 

of degenerative disease or accident.  

Another area of research might investigate the role of technology in the lives of adults 

with disabilities. In many cases, technology can assist in independence and provide a 

connection with the world.  In other cases, the generational divide with technology can isolate 

older individuals with disabilities as methods of commination are faded out. Further research 

might reveal technological solutions that might enhance nature in a way that people with 

sensory disabilities might not have been able to experience before. 

While this study highlights physical barriers related to mobility, there are many other 

factors requiring further investigation including cognitive and sensory disabilities. Further 

research is needed to better understand specific accommodations for intellectual, social and 

behavioral disabilities. Future research should also explore accommodations for sensory 

disabilities related to vision and hearing. Unique accommodations are needed for successful 

nature experiences for individuals that are blind, visually impaired, deaf and hard of hearing. 

More extensive research in these areas can guide nature sites in creating a more accessible and 

inclusive experience for all abilities.   
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Unique Opportunity to Shape Nature Experiences for People with Disabilities  

My name is Emily Brown and I work as a Naturalist at the Wehr Nature Center of the Milwaukee County 
Parks. I am also completing my master’s degree through UW-Stevens Point. My graduate project (thesis) 
is focused on identifying and overcoming barriers to nature experiences for people with disabilities. This 
aligns perfectly with our work at the nature center where our motto is, “A Place for all Seasons, a Place 
for Everyone.” 

Wehr Nature Center has the goal of becoming the most accessible nature center in Southeast 
Wisconsin. We believe everyone should be able to experience nature if they choose. There are sites like 
our all around the state want to be accessible and inclusive for all visitors but lack the skill and 
informational resources to sufficiently engage people with disabilities. This is where we need your help. 
We value your professional expertise and ideas and experiences of your clients. We would like you to be 
of four agencies to partner with us for a focus group to assess the perceived and/or experienced barriers 
related to the physical, administrative and programmatic accessibility and inclusion of nature sites and 
the desired features and services.  

As a partner agency, we will ask you to assist us in recruiting 5 – 10 participants for the focus group. We 
would like to get a mix of perspectives, including, but not limited to: clients, staff, advocates, and 
caretakers. Each partner agency site will be asked to host a focus group session for their agency 
participants. We will ask that you assist in coordinating the meeting logistics, obtaining signed consent 
forms, and arranging the necessary supports and accommodations for participants. The focus group 
session will be 90 minutes plus 30 minutes for sign-in and welcome.  

Agency partners and participants will be the source of recommendations to provide direction for nature 
sites in their efforts to be more accessible and inclusive. This is a unique opportunity to shape nature 
experiences for people with disabilities for years to come. 

As a token of our gratitude, participants will be invited to a guided hike scheduled specifically for your 
agency at Wehr Nature Center.  

I hope that you will consider being one of our partner agencies for a focus group session in 
August/September. I will need to know if you are interested and willing to participate by Wednesday 
July 27 so that I may obtain final approval from the university to conduct this research. Please let me 
know if you have any questions.  

Thank you so much for your consideration, 

Emily Brown 

          I give permission to Emily Brown and her research team to conduct this study with our staff and 
clientele.  

           _______________________________________________________________________________ 
                                                                                  Name of Agency  
 
           _____________________________________          ______________________________________ 

                        Name of Agency Representative              Signature of Agency Representative 
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Informed Consent to Participate in Human Subject Research 
 
Dr. Kendra Liddicoat, Assistant Professor of the College of Natural Resources at the University of 
Wisconsin-Stevens Point and Emily Brown, Masters student are conducting a needs assessment study to 
identify the barriers to nature that are experienced by people with disabilities. You are being asked to 
participate in this study.  
 
As a part of this study, you will be part of a focus group session made up of people with disabilities, their 
advocates and service providers. Session facilitators will guide the group’s discussion of 7 interview 
questions. You will then be asked to complete a 3 question written survey to add any additional 
comments not covered during the focus group session. This process will take approximately 2 hours of 
your time. You may be asked to participate in a follow up interview or additional focus group session; this 
is completely optional and will not impact the results of focus group sessions or the researchers’ ability to 
use the responses you provided.  
 
Participating in this study should pose no medical risk to you. However, you may experience some initial 
nervousness if you are typically reserved in group settings. The researchers will coordinate directly with 
your agency service provider to ensure all specific supports and accommodations are in place for your 
participation. 
 
As a result of this study, you will have the opportunity to share feedback and offer recommendations for 
increasing accessibility and inclusion at nature sites. In addition, this study will assist researchers in the 
development of nature experiences in your area and allow for networking among clients, advocates, 
caregivers and service providers. During the focus group sessions, light refreshments will be offered to 
participants. 
 
For the purpose of the study, your responses will be collected via voice recording of the session as well 
as hand-written notes. For data analysis purposes, your responses will be coded to reflect your age range 
and role (i.e. client, service provider). No information about you will be released to any one other than 
yourself and publication or presentation of the study data would in no way identify you as a participant. 
We request that you refrain from sharing what is heard and discussed during the session so that 
confidentiality can be maintained. If you want to withdraw from the study, at any time, you may do so 
without penalty.  Any information collected on you up to that point would be destroyed. 
 
Once the study is completed, you may receive the results of the study.  If you would like these results, or 
if you have any questions in the meantime, please contact: 

 Dr. Kendra Liddicoat 
 Assistant Professor 
 College of Natural Resources 
 University of Wisconsin – Stevens Point 
 Stevens Point, WI 54481 
 (715) 346-2028 

 
If you have any complaints about your treatment as a participant in this study or believe that you have 
been harmed in some way by your participation, please call or write: 

Dr. Debbie Palmer, Chairperson 
Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects 
Department of Psychology 
Science Building, D240 
University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point 
Stevens Point, WI 54481 
(715) 346-3953 

  dpalmer@uwsp.edu 
   Although Dr. Palmer will ask your name, all complaints are kept in confidence. 
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I have received a complete explanation of the study and I agree to participate. 
 
Name_____________________________________________________     Date____________________ 
             (Signature of subject) 
 
Name _____________________________________________________    Date ___________________ 
  (Signature of Legal Guardian if applicable) 
 

This research project has been approved by the UWSP Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects. 
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Introductory Comments 

  

We want to thank you for taking the time to be a part of this focus group. We hope that you will 

find it an interesting and enjoyable experience. We will take a break in approximately 1 hour, but 

if you need to be excused at any time please feel free to do so. Our session will last about 1 hour 

and 30 minutes. Kendra is our facilitator and will be walking us through 7 questions. Her job is to 

make sure everyone has the opportunity to give input. I, Emily, will be taking notes and collecting 

a voice recording that we will review following the session to make sure we didn’t miss any 

comments. Kendra may repeat a question or answer during the session if she is concerned that 

has not been recorded clearly. If at any time you require assistance, please let us know. Agency 

staff is here to help make sure you have the support you need to fully participate. Please do not 

share your name during our session; we do not want your name and it will not be recorded with 

your answers. We request that you refrain from sharing what is heard and discussed during the 

session so that this confidentiality can be maintained. 

 

The purpose of this focus group is to find out what kind of nature experiences you currently have 

and what you might like to do in the future. We want to learn about your experiences, either 

positive or negative and any barriers you perceive or have experienced. Your feedback will be 

used to shape recommendations for features and services a nature site should provide. For the 

purpose of our discussion, we refer to “nature sites”. This includes nature centers, parks (city, 

county, state parks), wildlife areas, gardens, etc.  

 
Focus Group Questions (7 questions) 
 
 

1. Tell us about your participation in activities or services at nature sites.  
Nature sites: nature centers, parks, wildlife areas, lakes, gardens… Activities: programs, 
events, volunteering, hiking, wildlife watching, fishing, etc. Services: trails, visitor center, 
live animals 

 
Probe 1a: How often do you visit a nature site?  
 
Probe 1b: What types of nature sites do you go to?  
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Probe 1c: What types of things do you do during a typical visit to a nature site?  

  
 

2. What motivates you? What benefits do you feel from a nature experience?  
If you have not visited a nature site…think about what might encourage you to go? 
 
Probe 2a: What makes you want to visit a nature site? 
 
Probe 2b: What is unique about a nature experience?  
 
Probe 2c: Why might you chose to visit a nature site over another place?  

 
 

3. What worries, concerns, fears, do you have about visiting and/or participating at nature 
sites? These can be real (experienced) or perceived concerns. 
 
Probe 3a: What sort of things are you thinking about when deciding on a visit to a nature 
site? 
 
Probe 3b: What would keep you from visiting a nature site? 
 
Probe 3c: How might you find out information about these concerns? 

 
4. What barriers have you experienced at nature sites? Are they physical or social constraints, 

or both? These can be real (experienced) or perceived concerns. Physical: parking, doors, 
bathrooms, transportation Social: inclusive programming, marketing materials 
 
Probe 4a: Were you able to communicate w/ the nature site about these barriers? 
 
Probe 4b: Was the nature site willing/able to work with you to overcome barriers? 
 
Probe 4c: Was the nature site staff knowledgeable & skilled in serving visitors w/ 
disabilities? 

 
 

5. What would you like to see happen regarding nature sites in your community? What 
recommendations do you have for future services? 
 
Probe 5a: What would you like to see happen in the nature site workforce?  
 
Probe 5b: What could nature sites do today to better serve you? 
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Probe 5c: What could nature sites work towards to better serve people with disabilities? 

 
 

6. What would you be interested in exploring– trails, wildlife, educational programs, 
volunteer opportunities, special events? 

 
Probe 6a: Would you be interested in visiting nature sites if made more accessible? 
 
Probe 6b: Which type of activities would you be most likely to participate in?  
 
Probe 6c: What sort of nature opportunities are lacking for people with disabilities? 
 

7. How could a nature site communicate information regarding accessibility and inclusion? 
What works and what doesn’t work? 
 
Probe 7a: How do you typically find out about activities/places to visit? 
 
Probe 7b: What’s the best way for nature sites to share information with you? 
 
Probe 7c: What’s the best way for nature sites to share information with people with 
disabilities? 
 

 

Closing Remarks 

 

I want to thank you for taking the time to participate in this focus group session. Your feedback 

and recommendations are invaluable to this project. As a thank you for your voluntary 

participation, I would like to invite you to join [Partner Agency Name] at Wehr Nature Center for 

guided nature hike on [date]. We hope you enjoyed sharing with us today and again we sincerely 

appreciate the time you have spent with us. Our contact information is available. Please do not 

hesitate to contact us with any questions or concerns regarding this study. 

 
 

 


