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ABSTRACT
People with intellectual disability (ID) are often socially excluded from 
their local communities. Special Olympics aims to promote inclusion 
through their participation in sport and more recently through their 
Unified Sports Program. This transnational study, involving nearly 1000 
athletes from 10 countries, examined their community participation 
through individual interviews using a specially developed question-
naire. Comparable data were also obtained from over 200 non-disabled 
partners in Unified Sports. Athletes involved with Special Olympics 
reported less inclusion in local communities than their non-disabled 
partners. However, there was no significant differences in the extent of 
inclusion experienced by athletes in Unified Sports or traditional Special 
Olympic activities. In both these settings, athletes and partners who 
felt more included when participating in sports were more likely to 
report greater inclusion in local communities. Future research needs to 
explore the processes through which sport promotes social inclusion 
and examine the social networks that are created.

Introduction

People with intellectual disabilities experience social exclusion in most spheres of their 
lives, including leisure and sporting activities (Robertson et al. 2018). Indeed, specialized 
and segregated services still dominate in many countries from preschool through into 
adulthood (World Health Organisation 2011). Consequently the social networks of most 
young people and adults feature family members and paid staff with few friends of their 
own age included. Among the latter, other persons with a similar disability are the most 
common (Verdonschot et al. 2009).

In recent years, international efforts have focussed on promoting the social inclusion of 
marginalized groups, informed by International Conventions, such as the UN Convention 
on the Rights of Disabled Persons (United Nations 2006). Likewise, the International Charter 
of Physical Education, Physical Activity and Sport states: Inclusive, adapted and safe oppor-
tunities to participate in physical education, physical activity and sport must be available to all 
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human beings, notably children of preschool age, women and girls, the aged, persons with dis-
abilities and indigenous people (UNESCO 2015, 2). However, fine words alone will not produce 
inclusion in sports for persons with disabilities, and even if it were to be achieved in sport, 
this may not result in their greater inclusion within local communities and wider society.

Coalter (2017) identified three reasons for the lack of a credible evidence base for creating 
inclusive sports: vagueness in defining sports and inclusion; methodological weaknesses –  
notably small sample, inadequate measures; and failure to identify the conditions under 
which inclusion occurs. Notwithstanding these weaknesses, participation in sports has been 
associated with increased social inclusion of various marginalized groups, such as women, 
immigrants and juvenile offenders (Coalter 2010). However, the evidence base for a similar 
impact on people with intellectual disability is weak although promising strategies have 
been identified for increasing friendships among sports participants (Andrews, Falkmer, 
and Girdler 2015).

Special Olympics (SO) is arguably the foremost sports organization for people with 
intellectual disability (www.specialolympics.org). They provide a range of year-round 
training and competition in some 30 Olympic type sports supervised by volunteer 
coaches. Traditionally the bulk of their athletes took part in segregated sports: that is 
with peers who also had intellectual disabilities. Recently SO has introduced the con-
cept of Unified Sports, in which non-disabled persons are matched with athletes with 
ID to train and compete together. Social gains have been reported for both types of 
programs (Tint et al. 2017; McConkey et al. 2013). However, there is sparse evidence 
that sport participation impacts on athletes’ wider societal inclusion and participation 
within their local communities. Moreover, the conceptual framework proposed by 
Simplican et al. (2015) ‘defined social inclusion as the interaction between two major 
life domains: interpersonal relationships and community participation’ (18). Hence 
sports need to find opportunities to enhance community participation as well as build-
ing relationships among the participants. Evidence from a systematic review of small 
scale sports studies suggests that both these outcomes are possible (Geidne and 
Jerlinder 2016).

However, this conceptual framework was built largely on the literature emanating 
from the views of academics, practitioners and families. The perspective of people with 
intellectual disability has rarely been considered as to what social inclusion means to 
them and the outcomes they value both in the context of sport and of wider community 
participation. Hence a preliminary investigation to the present study involved eight focus 
groups with over 80 players with ID and their Unified Sports partners (McConkey et al. 
2019). A core concept of togetherness emerged from a qualitative analysis of their 
responses, with five subthemes of equality, friendships, participation, connections and 
assistance. Hence the concept of social inclusion in the present study was based on ath-
lete’s perceptions which echo and elaborate the social inclusion framework proposed by 
Simplican et al. (2015).

Coalter’s (2017) second critique of past research was addressed by recruiting a sizeable 
sample of players with ID from a range of European countries and the USA which would 
help to establish the validity of the findings across different cultures and societies. Moreover, 
the informants would be people with ID along with a contrast group of non-disabled peers 
involved in Unified Sports.

SPORT In SOCIeTy 1757

http://www.specialolympics.org


As Coalter (2017) further noted, past research has failed to describe the conditions in 
which inclusion in sports occurs. By focussing on Special Olympics in the present study, 
the conditions under which sports were played could be broadly defined plus a contrast 
would be made between athletes involved in traditional, segregated Special Olympics and 
those participating in Unified Sports alongside non-disabled partners.

Research questions

The study addressed three main questions.

•	 How do the levels of community inclusion reported by Special Olympic athletes com-
pare to their non-disabled partners in Unified Sports?

•	 Do athletes involved in Unified Sports experience greater community inclusion than 
athletes taking part in traditional, segregated Special Olympic activities?

•	 Does the extent of athletes’ inclusion in sports affect their inclusion within local 
communities?

Method and materials

Participants

Two samples of athletes with ID were recruited along with a non-ID sample of partners in 
Unified Sports.

•	 Athletes with ID who were involved in a variety of summer and winter sports in 
Traditional (segregated) SO (n = 690)

•	 Athletes with ID who were involved in Unified Sport; mostly soccer, basketball and 
volleyball (n = 293)

•	 Non-disabled partners of athletes in Unified Sports (n = 226).

Table 1 summarizes the characteristics of the respondents.

Measures

A newly developed 10 item measure of community inclusion was used. This is based on 
the experiences of athletes with Special Olympics and its reliability and validity has been 
established (Asunta et al. 2020). It was designed to be used as a structured interview with 
athletes. Respondents rate each item on a three point Likert Scale – Yes, Sometimes, No. A 
‘Don’t know’ option was also provided. Example items are: ‘Do your friends invite you to 
hang out at their houses or in the community? (Other than family members)’; ‘Do your 
neighbours help you if you require help?’ and ‘Do you often feel lonely and left out?’

A similar 10 item measure was used to assess inclusion in Special Olympics sports. 
Example items include: ‘Do you often get invited to parties or other celebrations from people 
in Special Olympics?’ ‘Do other players listen to you at Special Olympics?’ and ‘Does every-
one get a chance to play at Special Olympics?’

Copies of the interview schedule are available from the authors.
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Procedures

The IRB Board of Special Olympics gave a favourable ethical opinion about the study.
All participants were first given an information sheet and consent form. These were 

translated into their local language in an easy-read format with illustrations. It was made 
clear that participation in the study was voluntary and declining would not affect their 
involvement in Special Olympics. Assurances of the confidentiality of their answers were 
given and that no one would be identified in any reports.

A network of research partners was recruited from University personnel in Europe and 
the US who had previously worked on other research and evaluation projects for Special 
Olympics. They were fluent English speakers and they undertook the translations of mate-
rials for their country as required. Initially a two-day planning workshop was held at the 
start of the project to plan the data gathering with a further workshop was held towards the 
end of study to finalize the data analysis and conclusions.

Table 1. T he characteristics of respondents and mean scores and standard deviation (SD) on Community 
Inclusion Scores (n = 1209).

Number %

Means and (SD) 
Community Inclusion 

Score Significance

Gender
  Male 758 62.8% 14.4 (3.66) F = 2.64  NS
  Female 449 37.2% 14.8 (4.10)
Age Bands  
  Under 20 years 448 37.3% 14.2 (3.85) F = 5.17 p 

< 0.01  20–29 years 439 36.6% 14.5(3.64)
  30+ years 313 26.1% 15.1 (4.00)
Self-rating health
 E xcellent 438 36.9% 13.9 (3.51) F = 7.97 p 

< 0.001  Very Good 539 45.4% 14.9 (3.87)
  Good/Fair 211 17.8% 14.7 (4.00)
Living arrangements
  With parents 821 68.1% 14.5 (3.69) F = 0.01 NS
  Living away from 

parents
384 31.9% 14.6 (4.13)

Region
 � Western Europe 

(Finland, Germany, 
Ireland, Austria)

539 44.6% 14.0 (3.28) F = 11.11 p 
< 0.001

 �O ther Europe (Poland, 
Romania, Malta. 
Slovakia)

442 36.6% 15.2 (4.22)

  USA & Canada 228 18.9% 14.6 (4.07)
Involved in Special 

Olympics
 T raditional SO Athlete 690 57.1% 14.8 (3.67) F = 46.5 p 

< 0.001  Unified Athlete 293 24.2% 15.5 (4.35)
  Unified Partner 226 18.7% 12.5 (2.70)
When joined Special 

Olympics
  Last Year 308 25.8% 14.2 (3.72) F = 3.18 p 

< 0.05  2–3 years 242 20.3% 14.2 (3.70)
  4+ years 644 53.9% 14.7 (3.80)
Inclusion in sports
  Low inclusion 664 54.9% 15.7 (4.10) F = 165.4 p 

< 0.001  High Inclusion 545 45.1% 13.1 (2.87)

The small number of missing values have been deleted from the table.
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Data gathering with athletes and partners took place mostly at training or competition 
events organized by Special Olympics. University researchers (faculty staff and postgraduate 
students) individually interviewed athletes by reading the items to the athletes and recording 
their answers. These could be given verbally and/or by pointing to their choice on the visual 
rating scale that was provided. Questions were rephrased if respondents requested clarifi-
cation or if it appeared to the interviewer that the respondent had not understood the 
question (Hollomotz 2018).

Two practice questions were first asked to familiarize the participants with the proce-
dures. Ten questions relating to inclusion in sports were then asked followed by the 10 
questions relating to community inclusion. Demographic information about the respon-
dents was gathered in the final part of the interview (see Table 1). The interviews lasted 
around 10 min. Respondents seemed to enjoy being interviewed, they gave thoughtful 
answers, and no one terminated the interviews mid-way through.

Partners in Unified Sports teams self-completed a paper version of the questions.

Data analysis

A summary score was calculated based on the ratings given by each respondent to the 10 
Community Inclusion items; a rating of Yes was scored 1: Sometimes 2 and No 3. Hence 
the summated scores for community inclusion ranged from 10 — indicative of high inclusion 
to 30 — indicative of low inclusion. However, two items in the questionnaire were reverse 
scored in determining the total scores as a NO response reflected inclusion and was 
scored as 1.

In order to maximize the number of cases for multivariate analyses, imputation was used 
for missing data or don’t know response to particular items. The series mean for an item 
was used to replace missing data. The frequency of these was highest on the item ‘Do you 
feel an important member of your local community’ in which 15% of respondents had 
recorded missing data but these ranged from 1.8% to 7.6% on the other items.

With the total sample of responses to the Community Inclusion items; a factor analysis 
identified three factors which together counted for 57.4% of the variance. The Cronbach 
alpha for 10 items was 0.715. With imputation for missing data this rose to 0.727. As this 
was an exploratory study, this alpha level was ‘acceptable’ (Taber 2018).

A summary scores for sports inclusion was similarly obtained by summating the items. 
Imputation was again used for missing data or don’t know responses. With the total 
sample of responses to the Sports Inclusion items; a factor analysis identified three factors 
which together counted for 49.3% of the variance. The Cronbach alpha for 10 items was 
0.664 which is not unexpected given the diversity of sports played by participants.

The data were analysed using SPSS (vers 25). Bivariate comparisons on Community 
inclusion scores and respondent characteristics were made using one-way analysis of vari-
ance. Binary Logistic Regression was used to identify the variables that were significantly 
predictive of community inclusion.

Results

Table 2 summarizes the means and standard deviations of the community inclusion scores 
for the three groups (lower scores are indicative of greater inclusion). The three groups of 
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players differed significantly (F = 46.54; df = 2; p < 0.001). However, the two sets of SO 
athletes did not differ significantly in their scores but each had significantly higher scores 
than non-disabled partners (Tukey’s test p < 0.001) which were indicative of greater social 
exclusion.

On Sports Inclusion, the difference among the three groups was less although still sig-
nificant (F = 3.85: p < 0.05) with non-disabled partners having significantly lower scores 
than both sets of SO athletes which did not differ significantly.

The correlation between the scores for inclusion in sports and in the community over 
all participants was r = 0.459 which although statistically significant (p < 0.001) only 
accounted for 21% of shared variance.

However, as Table 1 summarizes, the community inclusion scores of respondents varied 
significantly on other characteristics, notably their age, self-rated health, living with par-
ents, country region and when they had joined special Olympics. A Binary Logistic regres-
sion was undertaken to assess the significant predictors of community inclusion as the 
findings are more easily presented than in linear regression. Respondents were grouped 
in terms of median scores: those with greater inclusion (scores 10 to 13) and those with 
less inclusion (scores 14 and above). These groupings were done for both community 
inclusion and sports inclusion.

Table 3 summarizes the variables that were significant along with confidence intervals. 
The odds that non-disabled partners more likely to report greater community inclusion 
were over four times greater than the odds for special Olympic athletes, although there 
was no difference between those involved in traditional SO games and Unified Sports. 
Additionally, the odds of those who experienced greater inclusion in sports were over 
three times greater to have higher community inclusion than the odds for those who had 
lower inclusion in sports. Two other variables also increased the odds ratio for greater 
community inclusion but to a much lesser extent: youth under 20 years reported greater 
community inclusion than those aged 30 years and over (odds ratio 1.7), and those living 
with parents were less likely to be included in communities (odds ratio 1.4). Country, 
length of time with Special Olympics and health ratings did not add significantly to the 
regression.

Table 2. The means and standard deviations from the three groups on the measure of community inclu-
sion and sports inclusion.

Community inclusion Sports inclusion

Group Mean Standard deviation Mean Standard deviation

Traditional SO 
Athlete

14.77 3.67 14.45 3.41

Unified Sports 
Athlete

15.54 4.35 14.78 3.46

Unified Sports 
Partner

12.50 2.70 13.94 3.15

Total 14.53 3.95 14.43 3.43
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Discussion

In response to the three questions posed for the study, these findings confirm that athletes 
involved with Special Olympics reported less inclusion in local communities than their 
non-disabled partners. However, there was no significant differences in the extent of com-
munity inclusion experienced by athletes in Unified Sports or traditional Special Olympic 
activities. In both settings, athletes and partners who felt more included in sports were more 
likely to report greater inclusion in communities.

Nevertheless, a number of limitations to the study are worth noting. The Special Olympics 
athletes were recruited and interviewed mostly when they were participating in national 
and international events. Hence, they may be athletes who had greater opportunities to be 
included in sports and in their community. Indeed, their mean scores for community and 
sports inclusion were skewed towards low scores that were indicative of greater inclusion. 
Other Special Olympians may experience less inclusion within communities. Likewise the 
non-disabled partners in this study may not be representative of other non-disabled persons; 
notably in their willingness to be involved in volunteering to play sport with persons who 
have intellectual disabilities and the extra opportunities for community participation this 
presented to them.

This study adds to existing empirical evidence of the greater social exclusion experienced 
by people with intellectual disabilities compared to their non-disabled peers (Verdonschot 

Table 3.  Variables related to greater community inclusion as determined by Binary Logistic 
regression.

Sig. Exp(B) 95% C.I. for Exp(B)

Lower Upper

SO Athletes (reference) .000
Unified Athletes .763 .945 .657 1.361
Unified Partners .000 4.500 2.935 6.898
Joined SO 4 + years 

(reference)
.288

Joined SO Last year .134 .766 .540 1.086
Joined SO 1 − 2 years .289 .826 .580 1.176
Lives elsewhere 

(reference)
Lives with parents .044 .726 .531 .992
Age 30 years and over 

(reference)
.033

Under 20 years .012 1.664 1.119 2.476
Aged 20 to 29 years .324 1.184 .846 1.659
Fairly good health 

(reference)
.278

Excellent health .407 .855 .589 1.239
Very good health .119 .754 .529 1.075
USA & Canada 

(reference)
.001

Western Europe .445 1.188 .764 1.847
Other Europe .099 .686 .438 1.074
Less inclusion in sports 

(reference)
Greater inclusion in 

sports
.000 3.574 2.765 4.619

Constant .017 .517

n = 1231 Chi Sq = 210.4, df = 12, p < 0.001. Nagelkerke R Square = 0.221 (Hosmer and Lemeshow Test: Chi-square 5.43 
p = 0.710).
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et al. 2009; Gjermestad et al. 2017). However, the main focus of interest in the present study 
was to identify the variables that were associated with greater community inclusion. Of 
particular significance is the contribution that inclusion in sport contributes to the wider 
community inclusion of both sets of participants: those with and without intellectual dis-
abilities. This accords with the findings from sports participation with other marginalized 
groups (Fehsenfeld 2015). Moreover, the contribution of sport to community inclusion was 
evident with players from different countries who were involved in a range of winter and 
summer sports and applied to both males and females. Also a similar study to this one that 
used the same measures identified greater community inclusion among Special Olympic 
athletes than their peers with intellectual disability who were not involved in sports (Gils 
and Pochstein 2019).

Nonetheless the expected advantage for athletes involved in Unified Sports to experience 
greater community inclusion than those who took part in traditional segregated activities 
of Special Olympics was not found. In part this may be due to athletes with intellectual 
disabilities continuing to socialize with one another rather than with their non-disabled 
sports partners. Indeed the questionnaire items that made mention of friends did not dis-
tinguish whether they were people with disabilities or non-disabled persons. Future studies 
might probe this distinction in both sports as well as community contacts. Nonetheless 
there is a case to be made for people with intellectual disability finding solidarity in social 
networks formed mainly around people who have the same condition (Kiuppis 2018). In 
this respect, engagement with Special Olympics in all its forms appears to be beneficial in 
building such networks.

Also, previous research has found that participation in Unified Sports does help create 
friendships between the two sets of players away from the playing field as well as on it 
(McConkey et al. 2013; Merrells, Buchanan, and Waters 2018). In this study, the heterogeneity 
of the samples across sports and countries likely resulted in a diversity of ways in which 
coaches and players promoted inclusion with their athletes, especially in Unified Sports. Thus 
future research could usefully explore the various ways in which athletes’ social networks 
with non-disabled peers could be enhanced within Unified Sports especially and the contri-
bution that coaches could make to this alongside the nature of the sports played, for example 
contrasting team and individual sports (Townsend, Smith, and Cushion 2015; Coalter 2017).

Conclusions

Social inclusion has proved an elusive goal internationally for people with intellectual dis-
ability. Sport is one way in which their social networks and community participation can 
be enhanced and indeed this study supports this contention for Special Olympic participants 
in both segregated and unified sports. Further research is necessary to identify the condi-
tions that are most effective in producing social inclusion; including the characteristics of 
the players and the attitudes and values of the coaches as well as the strategies they use.
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