
Community Recreational Programs and
Outcomes for Autistic Children and Youth 
Research highlight

Why does this research matter to the autism community?  

Community recreation programs, like camps, outdoor activities, and sports or hobby programs, are more
than just fun. Research shows they can help autistic children and youth build social skills, manage
emotions, improve behaviour, and support their overall development.¹˒²

This research is important because people often think only about therapy or medical services when talking
about support. However, community recreation programs can also help autistic children learn new skills,
join in with others, and improve their well-being.

Research also shows that many autistic children face challenges that make it harder for them to take part in
these programs. This means they may miss out on chances to learn, make friends, and enjoy activities that
support their health and happiness. Understanding why participation matters can help create more
opportunities for autistic children to be included, become more independent, and have a better quality 
of life.¹˒²

What does the research show?  

Research suggests that participation in
community recreational programs may help
with: 

Development and well-being: 
Improved attention and focus   2

Better emotional and behavioural regulation2 

Reduced anxiety2 

Opportunities to build independence3,5 

Improved self-confidence and self-
concept2,3,5 

Social participation: 
Improved social skills3,5 

Greater confidence and self-esteem3,5 

Stronger sense of belonging3,5 

Opportunities to build friendships3,5 

Opportunities to develop leadership skills5 

What does this mean? 

Community programs can help children grow.
Community recreational programs may be an important part of a broader support system for autistic
children and youth. While they are not a replacement for clinical services, they can provide
opportunities to develop skills, build relationships, and gain confidence in real-world settings.  1,2,3,5

Inclusion matters as much as skill building.
Research also suggests that improving access to recreation programs is not only about helping
autistic children and youth build skills. It is also about creating programs that are accessible, inclusive,
and responsive to different needs.1,4,6 

What’s still missing or unclear? 
While current research is promising, there are still important questions that researchers are working to
answer: 

We do not yet know which types of recreational programs work best for different children and youth.1,2,5 

There is limited research on whether benefits continue over the long term.3,5 

More research is needed to understand how families can be better supported in accessing 
       programs.1,4,6 

We still know relatively little about how family resources, community supports, and program design
influence participation.1,4,6 

Many studies are small, and additional research is needed to better understand long-term outcomes
and participation experiences.2,5 
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Barriers to participation:
Research also shows that autistic
children and youth participate in
community recreation less often than
their peers and may experience barriers
to participation. Common barriers
include: 

Sensory needs1,4 

Communication or support needs1,4 

Social and institutional barriers1,6 

Financial costs  1,6

Accessibility challenges1,4,6 


	Community Recreational Programs and Outcomes for Autistic Children and Youth
	Research highlight

	Why does this research matter to the autism community?
	Community recreation programs, like camps, outdoor activities, and sports or hobby programs, are more than just fun. Research shows they can help autistic children and youth build social skills, manage emotions, improve behaviour, and support their overall development.¹˒²
	This research is important because people often think only about therapy or medical services when talking about support. However, community recreation programs can also help autistic children learn new skills, join in with others, and improve their well-being.
	Research also shows that many autistic children face challenges that make it harder for them to take part in these programs. This means they may miss out on chances to learn, make friends, and enjoy activities that support their health and happiness. Understanding why participation matters can help create more opportunities for autistic children to be included, become more independent, and have a better quality  of life.¹˒²

	What does the research show?
	Research suggests that participation in community recreational programs may help with:
	Development and well-being:
	Improved attention and focus2
	Better emotional and behavioural regulation2
	Reduced anxiety2
	Opportunities to build independence3,5
	Improved self-confidence and self-concept2,3,5

	Social participation:
	Improved social skills3,5
	Greater confidence and self-esteem3,5
	Stronger sense of belonging3,5
	Opportunities to build friendships3,5
	Opportunities to develop leadership skills5
	Barriers to participation: Research also shows that autistic children and youth participate in community recreation less often than their peers and may experience barriers to participation. Common barriers include:
	Sensory needs1,4
	Financial costs1,6
	Communication or support needs1,4
	Social and institutional barriers1,6
	Accessibility challenges1,4,6


	What does this mean?
	Community programs can help children grow. Community recreational programs may be an important part of a broader support system for autistic children and youth. While they are not a replacement for clinical services, they can provide opportunities to develop skills, build relationships, and gain confidence in real-world settings.1,2,3,5
	Inclusion matters as much as skill building. Research also suggests that improving access to recreation programs is not only about helping autistic children and youth build skills. It is also about creating programs that are accessible, inclusive, and responsive to different needs.1,4,6

	What’s still missing or unclear?
	While current research is promising, there are still important questions that researchers are working to answer:
	We do not yet know which types of recreational programs work best for different children and youth.1,2,5
	There is limited research on whether benefits continue over the long term.3,5
	More research is needed to understand how families can be better supported in accessing
	programs.1,4,6
	We still know relatively little about how family resources, community supports, and program design influence participation.1,4,6
	Many studies are small, and additional research is needed to better understand long-term outcomes and participation experiences.2,5
	References



