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Community participation is vital to the wellbeing of human
beings. Somuch so, that lack of social connection affects mental and
physical health, and associated rates of morbidity and mortality.1e6

One only needs to look at the impacts of social distancing due to
COVID-19 to witness a precipitous decline in the mental and
physical health of the U.S. population.7,8

While individuals have varied desires for social connection,
everyone deserves the opportunity to participate in ways that align
with societal norms and their personal preferences. Unfortunately,
many people with disabilities lack opportunities for community
connection due to structural, environmental, and sociodemo-
graphic barriers.9 Barriers can take many forms, starting with
inaccessible housing,10 and extending out into the community in
terms of limited or non-existent accessible public transportation
options,11e13 inaccessible public spaces and events,14,15 inaccessible
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businesses and employment settings,16 and stigmas that prevent
full inclusion in public life.9 Sociodemographic factors, such as low
educational and employment rates further limit choice and op-
portunity due to added financial constraints.17 And secondary
health conditions in combination with limitations in healthcare
access and delivery contribute as well.18

The impact of these barriers is evident in the social model of
disability, which makes a distinction between impairment and
disability, and highlights the intersection between person and
environmental factors that create the experience of disability.19

This intersection is manifest in one's ability to contribute and
participate in the community. In this way, the outcome of com-
munity participation has become the gold standard in disability
related research.

In 2016, the National Institute on Disability, Independent Living,
and Rehabilitation Research (NIDILRR) began funding a center
focused on interventions to support community living for people
with disabilities. Researchers at this center, the Research and
Training Center on Promoting Interventions for Community Living
(RTC/PICL), focused their efforts on a multi-faceted intervention to
improve community participation for adults with mobility dis-
abilitiesdefforts that were disrupted by the pandemic in 2020.
Center researchers contributed papers on their early findings and
findings related to the pandemic and also reached out to other
researchers addressing community living and participation to
generate the articles included in this online supplement. Taken
together, these papers provide a good overview of the state of the
science in research to improve community living and participation
for people with disabilities, particularly for those with mobility
disabilities. The papers address factors affecting participation
across the lifespan, how the pandemic has affected participation,
interventions and technology to improve participation, suggestions
for policy makers, and directions for future research.

Overview of articles

The special supplement opens with a quantitative analysis of
data from the National Survey on Health and Disability (NSHD) to
explore sociodemographic factors that predict feelings of social
disconnectedness among people with mobility impairments. Hall,
Kurth, and Goddard explore the constructs of social isolation and
loneliness and highlight a distinction between objective and
BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

mailto:jhall@ku.edu
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.dhjo.2021.101208&domain=pdf
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/19366574
www.disabilityandhealthjnl.com
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dhjo.2021.101208
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dhjo.2021.101208


C. Ipsen and J.P. Hall Disability and Health Journal 15 (2022) 101208
subjective experiences. Findings reinforce past research, and
highlight how sociodemographic factors, such as unemployment
and poor health, are associated with lower rates of community
connectedness. They also show that facilitators, such as employ-
ment and access to personal assistance services, associate with
higher levels of social connectedness. Together, these data lay the
foundation for later articles, which address several environmental
factors in more depth.

Remillard, Campbell, Koon, and Rogers take on one of the most
persistent barriers to full participationetransportation. Accessible
transportation is vital to independent living, social interaction, and
employment for people with disabilities. As such, there are a vari-
ety of transportation laws, policies, and guidelines intended to in-
crease access. Unfortunately, many of these do not fully address the
transportation barriers experienced by people with disabilities. The
authors triangulate transportation policy, feedback from a national
stakeholder group of transportation providers and nonprofits, and
qualitative interview data with older adults with mobility impair-
ment to explore gaps between transportation policy, implementa-
tion, and lived experience. The most apparent gaps relate to
individual concerns for safety and societal attitudes. Other areas,
such as inaccessible transportation features, were identified across
data sources. Together, the data highlight the importance of user
input in the design and implementation of transportation
initiatives.

In manyways, community participation starts at home. Living in
a home that fits individual needs and function can reduce fatigue,
pain, and stress, and leave more energy for engagement.10 Two
articles tackle different dimensions of housing. First, Greiman,
Koon, Schulz, and Nary explore the relationship between home
usability and community participation through qualitative in-
terviews with people who have mobility disability. Central to this
exploration is the concept of home usability as opposed to home
accessibility. While usability and accessibility both address physical
space needs, home usability is broader and includes social and
psychological needs as well. Results show how usability is a moving
target that shifts in relationship to individual, social, and environ-
mental factors.

Greiman, Ravesloot, Goddard, and Ward build on these quali-
tative findings by exploring the effects of the Home Usability Pro-
gram (HUP) on community participation. Essentially, the HUP is a
consumer-driven process that includes a home satisfaction
assessment, identification of home usability problems, prioritiza-
tion of needs, and leveraging of personal and community resources
(including up to $350 in grant funds) to make changes. Study par-
ticipants were recruited through Centers for Independent Living
(CILs) and partner agencies, and were randomly assigned to receive
the HUP intervention or CIL services as usual. Pre to post-
intervention data showed that consumer-directed changes to the
home environment increased social and recreational participation
relative to study controls.

Like home usability, assistive technology (AT) is another strategy
that can improve participation at home and in the community.
Assistive technology includes devices, tools, equipment, and soft-
ware that increase the functional ability and independence of
people with disabilities. Rice, Fliflet, Frechette, Brokenshire, Abou,
Presti, Mahajan, Sosnoff, and Rogers explore the usability of an
automated fall detection device for older adult wheelchair and
scooter users using a participatory qualitative approach. Fall
detection devices have the capacity to increase participation by
reducing fears, building confidence, and better managing fall in-
cidents. Use, however, depends on building products that meet
end-user specifications. To this end, Rice et al. interviewed end-
users about their preferences ahead of device development. Par-
ticipants identified several desired features such as stretch bands
2

that are easy to take on and off, wireless charging, and tailored
notification options. Findings reinforce the value of including end-
users in the design and development of AT devices.

The final article focuses on the coronavirus pandemic and
related impacts on community participation. Although the
pandemic has resulted in diminished community participation for
most people, impacts may be greater for people with disabilities
due to enhanced risk for COVID-19 related complications20 and
compromised access to transportation, health care, and support
services.21 To learn about COVID19 impacts on community partic-
ipation, Koon, Schulz, Greiman, Nzuki, Goddard, and Hall con-
ducted an analysis of open-ended survey responses with a sample
of people with mobility impairments. Study participants indicated
that almost every dimension of community participation was
compromised, including access to friends and family, groceries,
transportation, employment, and independent living. These im-
pacts call for new ways of functioning in an evolving environment,
such as enhancing use and availability of technology, and better
planning for emergencies.

Together, these articles are threaded around a theme of usabil-
ity. Usability places participation outcomes at the intersection of
evolving person and environmental factors, and must be addressed
at both individual and systems levels. Involving end-users is central
to the theme of usability, as individuals with disabilities are the best
equipped to identify how these intersections occur and to offer
realistic and meaningful solutions.
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Disclaimer

The research does not necessarily represent the policy of
NIDILRR, ACL, or HHS and one should not assume endorsement by
the federal government.

References

1. Pantell M, Rehkopf D, Jutte D, Syme SL, Balmes J, Adler N. Social isolation: a
predictor of mortality comparable to traditional clinical risk factors. Am J Publ
Health. 2013;103(11):2056e2062. https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2013.301261.

2. Holt-Lunstad J, Smith TB, Layton JB. Social relationships and mortality risk: a
meta-analytic review. PLoS Med. 2010;7(7), e1000316. https://doi.org/10.1371/
journal.pmed.1000316.

3. Leigh-Hunt N, Bagguley D, Bash K, et al. An overview of systematic reviews on
the public health consequences of social isolation and loneliness. Publ Health.
2017;152:157e171. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2017.07.035.

4. Valtorta NK, Kanaan M, Gilbody S, Ronzi S, Hanratty B. Loneliness and social
isolation as risk factors for coronary heart disease and stroke: systematic re-
view and meta-analysis of longitudinal observational studies. Heart.
2016;102(13):1009e1016. https://doi.org/10.1136/heartjnl-2015-308790.

5. Klinenberg E. Social isolation, loneliness, and living alone: identifying the risks
for public health. Am J Publ Health. 2016;106(5):786e787. https://doi.org/
10.2105/AJPH.2016.303166.

6. Cornwell EY, Waite LJ. Social disconnectedness, perceived isolation, and health
among older adults. J Health Soc Behav. 2009;50(1):31e48.

7. Ettman C, Abdalla S, Cohen G. Prevalence of depression symptoms in US adults
before and during the COVID-19 pandemic | depressive disorders | JAMA
network open | JAMA network. JAMA Netw Open. 2020;3(9):12. https://doi.org/
10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.19686.

8. Barkley JE, Lepp A, Glickman E, et al. The acute effects of the COVID-19
pandemic on physical activity and sedentary behavior in university students
and employees. Int J Exerc Sci. 2020;13(5):1326e1339.

9. Hammel J, Magasi S, Heinemann A, et al. Environmental barriers and supports

https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2013.301261
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1000316
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1000316
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2017.07.035
https://doi.org/10.1136/heartjnl-2015-308790
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2016.303166
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2016.303166
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1936-6574(21)00181-3/sref6
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1936-6574(21)00181-3/sref6
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1936-6574(21)00181-3/sref6
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.19686
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.19686
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1936-6574(21)00181-3/sref8
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1936-6574(21)00181-3/sref8
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1936-6574(21)00181-3/sref8
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1936-6574(21)00181-3/sref8


C. Ipsen and J.P. Hall Disability and Health Journal 15 (2022) 101208
to everyday participation: a qualitative insider perspective from people with
disabilities. Arch Phys Med Rehabil. 2015;96(4):578e588. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.apmr.2014.12.008.

10. Greiman L, Ravesloot C. Housing characteristics of households with wheeled
mobility device users from the American Housing Survey: do people live in
homes that facilitate community participation? Community Dev. 2016;47(1):
63e74. https://doi.org/10.1080/15575330.2015.1108989.

11. Bezyak JL, Sabella SA, Gattis RH. Public transportation: an investigation of
barriers for people with disabilities. J Disabil Pol Stud. 2017;28(1):52e60.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1044207317702070.

12. Bezyak JL, Sabella S, Hammel J, McDonald K, Jones RA, Barton D. Community
participation and public transportation barriers experienced by people with
disabilities. Disabil Rehabil. 2020;42(23):3275e3283. https://doi.org/10.1080/
09638288.2019.1590469.

13. Bascom G, Christensen K. The impacts of limited transportation access on
persons with disabilities' social participation | Elsevier Enhanced Reader.
J Transport Health. 2017;7:227e234. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jth.2017.10.002.

14. Sage R, Flores E. Disability and rural events: the cultural reproduction of in-
clusion and exclusion. In: Walters T, Jepson AS, eds. Marginalisation And Events.
Routledge Advances in Event Research Series. Routledge; 2019:55e75.

15. Eisenberg Y, Vanderbom KA, Harris K, Herman C, Hefelfinger J, Rauworth A.
Evaluation of the reaching people with disabilities through healthy
3

Communities project. Disability Health J. 2021;18:101061. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.dhjo.2021.101061.

16. Seekins T, Arnold N, Ipsen C. Developing methods for grading the accessibility
of a community's infrastructure. J Urban Plann Dev. 2012;138(3):270e276.
https://doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)UP.1943-5444.0000117.

17. Barclay L, McDonald R, Lentin P. Social and community participation following
spinal cord injury: a critical review. Int J Rehabil Res. 2015;38(1):1e19. https://
doi.org/10.1097/MRR.0000000000000085.

18. Eisenberg Y, Maisel J. Environmental contexts shaping disability and health. In:
Lollar DJ, Horner-Johnson W, Froehlich-Grobe K, eds. Public Health Perspectives
on Disability: Science, Social Justice, Ethics, and beyond. Springer US; 2021:
107e128. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-0716-0888-3_5.

19. Goering S. Rethinking disability: the social model of disability and chronic
disease. Curr Rev Musculoskelet Med. 2015;8(2):134e138. https://doi.org/
10.1007/s12178-015-9273-z.

20. Myers, A., Ipsen, C., & Smith, L. America at a Glance: COVID-19 and Disability in
Rural Areas. Missoula, MT: University of Montana Rural Institute. (April, 2020)
Retrieved fromhttps://scholarworks.umt.edu/ruralinst_health_wellness/49/.

21. World Health Organization. Disability considerations during the COVID-19
outbreak. Accessed May 22, 2020 http://www.escif.org/files/covid-19-
disability-briefing.pdf; 2020.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apmr.2014.12.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apmr.2014.12.008
https://doi.org/10.1080/15575330.2015.1108989
https://doi.org/10.1177/1044207317702070
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638288.2019.1590469
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638288.2019.1590469
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jth.2017.10.002
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1936-6574(21)00181-3/sref14
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1936-6574(21)00181-3/sref14
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1936-6574(21)00181-3/sref14
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1936-6574(21)00181-3/sref14
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dhjo.2021.101061
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dhjo.2021.101061
https://doi.org/10.1061/(ASCE)UP.1943-5444.0000117
https://doi.org/10.1097/MRR.0000000000000085
https://doi.org/10.1097/MRR.0000000000000085
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-0716-0888-3_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12178-015-9273-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12178-015-9273-z
http://www.escif.org/files/covid-19-disability-briefing.pdf
http://www.escif.org/files/covid-19-disability-briefing.pdf

	Dimensions of community participation
	Overview of articles
	Funding
	Disclaimer
	References


