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Abstract

Purpose: To analyse cross-cultural differences in barriers and facilitators of sports 
participation of Paralympic athletes between countries and continents. 
Method: Participants were policy makers and athletes from 10 selected National 
Paralympic Committees, representing developing and developed countries from 
all continents. Policy makers were interviewed via a semi-structured interview and 
athletes completed a self-constructed questionnaire. 
Results: Lack of awareness in the society and sports facilities were main barriers, 
whereas athletes as ambassadors, information distribution and support from 
the environment were facilitators of sports participation. The response rate of 
quantitative data was too low to perform statistical analyses. 
Conclusion: Barriers and facilitators such as awareness and the influence of the 
social environment seem to be universal issues for National Paralympic Committees, 
regardless of the country or continent. Results should be considered carefully, as 
data could not be triangulated. The International Paralympic Committee should 
improve future Paralympic research, by establishing a direct interaction between 
researchers and athletes and have both researchers and athletes gain from 
the research. They should also reduce the amount of research projects during 
Paralympic Games, to get acquainted with supervising Paralympic research and 
improve the quality of these projects. 
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Introduction 

According to the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health, 
the functioning and disability of a person depends on the environmental context he/
she lives in[1]. Cultures in Europe and North America generally aim for independence 
and autonomy of a person with a physical disability, whereas group-oriented and 
interdependent cultures will not stigmatise dependency on others and merely take 
help from family for granted[2,3]. Unfortunately this dependency on others could 
result in lower social participation of people with physical disabilities[3]. Since social 
participation is also related to sports participation[4], this dependency might also 
lead to lower sports participation.

In general, sports participation of people with physical disabilities has increased 
in the last decades in all continents, but not necessarily everywhere at the same 
pace[5]. The (positive or negative) attitude of society towards a person with a 
physical disability and previous involvement of a country in a war influence the 
development of Paralympic sport within a country[6]. Socio-economic factors such 
as a large country size, a large population and a high Gross Domestic Product 
increase Paralympic performance[6]. 

Besides environmental, historical or socio-economic factors, sports participation 
of people with physical disabilities can also be influenced by the experienced 
barriers and facilitators. Previous research reported barriers such as lack of sports 
facilities, problems with accessibility, transport, lack of information and costs[7-10]. 
Frequently reported facilitators were health, fun and social contacts[9,11-19]. However, 
since these results were from studies in Europe or North America, it is unknown 
whether these barriers and facilitators are also applicable to other continents and 
cultures. In order to be able to develop strategies to increase sports participation 
worldwide it is important to gain insight in possible cross-cultural differences of 
Paralympic sports participation. Unfortunately, only few studies have focused 
on differences in barriers and facilitators of sports between different countries, 
continents or cultures[3,11]. These (scarce) studies have shown that facilitators of 
sports participation were similar for British, Northern American and Japanese 
spinal cord injury athletes[11]. Fitness and fun were most important facilitators, 
whereas releasing energy and achievement were less important[11]. A comparison 
of sports participation of people with physical disabilities between Northern 
America and Turkey showed that Northern American participants described more 
active lives, which mostly were affected by government policies and individual 
characteristics[3]. As these comparisons only indicate the possibility of differences 
between countries, the aim of this study is to analyse cross-cultural differences 
in barriers and facilitators of sports participation of Paralympic athletes between 
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countries and continents. 

Methods

Ethical approval

This study was approved by the Medical Ethical Committee of the University 
Medical Center Groningen (METc 2010.264) and the International Paralympic 
Committee (2012-03-19, Research Agreement).

Participants

Participants in this study were Presidents and Secretary-Generals (hereafter 
called policy makers) from 10 selected National Paralympic Committees (NPCs) 
and athletes of these NPCs, participating in the Paralympic Games of London, 
2012. The NPCs were chosen to ensure all continents were represented in this 
study. The selected NPCs in this study also represented NPCs from developing 
and developed countries NPCs from developing countries were still trying to 
expand and improve their Paralympic organisation, whereas NPCs from developed 
countries more often had a long history in and extensive organisation of Paralympic 
sport. The selected NPCs were: Australia, Brazil, Canada, Hong Kong, Ireland, 
Kenya, Malaysia, New Zealand, United Kingdom and South Africa.

Qualitative methods

The qualitative part of this study was a semi-structured interview conducted with 
policy makers of 10 NPCs between December 2011 and September 2012. All 10 
policy makers were sent an invitation letter with information about the project and 
after providing their consent, an appointment was made for the interview. Policy 
makers were either interviewed face-to-face during the General Assembly of the 
International Paralympic Committee (IPC) in December 2011 (Beijing) or via Skype 
or telephone in the weeks after the General Assembly leading up to the Paralympic 
Games. Prior to the interviews an interview plan was constructed with questions 
about the organisation of the NPC and structure of Paralympic sports with the 
NPC. The interview plan also included questions about barriers and facilitators 
of both grass root level (i.e. lowest, elementary form of sports that anyone can 
perform) and elite level of Paralympic sports according to the policy makers. 
The questions about barriers and facilitators included topics such as initiatives to 
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increase sports participation, future plans for Paralympic sports within the NPC 
and communication between NPC and (elite) athletes. Interviews had a maximum 
duration of 60 minutes and were audio taped. 

Quantitative methods

The quantitative part of this study was a self-constructed online questionnaire. The 
questionnaire contained items about sports participation, disabilities, and barriers 
and facilitators of sports participation and was used in a previous study with Dutch 
Paralympic athletes[12]. All 981 adult Paralympic athletes (excluding athletes with 
a Intellectual Disability) of the 10 selected NPCs that were participating in the 
Paralympic Games in London[20] were invited to participate in this study. A cover 
letter with information and purpose of the study was displayed on the research page 
of the website of the IPC. The cover letter also explained that participation was 
voluntary and that all data would be processed anonymously. Interested athletes 
could click the link to be redirected to the online questionnaire and after providing 
their consent (i.e. question 1 of the questionnaire) they were able to complete the 
questionnaire. The questionnaire was provided in English, Portuguese and Malay. 
The cover letter was also sent to policy makers of the 10 NPCs so they could 
further distribute the information about the questionnaire to their athletes. The 
average duration to complete the questionnaire was 15 minutes. The questionnaire 
was available to the athletes from July 15th 2012 until October 1st 2012. 

Mixed methods design

This study used a mixed methods design. Data extracted from the interviews with 
the policy makers were combined with data from questionnaires completed by 
the athletes, i.e. data triangulation[21].

Data analysis

For the qualitative part of this study, the audio taped interviews were transcribed 
verbatim, followed by an interpretative, thematic analysis of the interviews focusing 
on barriers and facilitators of participation in sports. The transcribed interviews 
were read several times by the interviewer to get a general idea of the information 
presented in the interviews. Relevant segments of interviews were coded and 
the final coding was then used to combine codes shared by policy makers into 
themes. 
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Results 

In this result section we will report data from the qualitative research of the 
interviews with policy makers. We will report results on the organisation of 
Paralympic sports and barriers and facilitators of Paralympic sports reported by 
the policy makers.  Secondly the quantitative data will be reported resulting from 
the athletes’ questionnaire. 

Qualitative results

Organisat ion of Paralympic sports
All policy makers explained that an NPC generally has two main tasks: bringing 
the team to the Paralympic Games (or other big events) and improving sports 
participation of people with physical disabilities. Within the NPCs there was a 
distinction between developed and developing countries. NPCs from developed 
countries were usually more mature, with an extensive organisation that focused on 
bringing the team to the Paralympic Games. In developed countries the NPC was 
responsible for the elite athletes and National Federations or Governing Boards 
were concerned with sports participation at grass root or regional level. The NPCs 
collaborated with the National Federations, but both were separate organisations. 
This collaboration implied that National Federations were responsible for contact 
with schools and rehabilitation centres to find new talent, whereas developing 
NPCs had to find new talent themselves.

“As an NPC our responsibility is to take the team to the Games”....”However, with 

regards to the development of the sports”...”we will work with the government 

and the national governing bodies of sport and disability sport organisations”...”to 

help them to facilitate the development. We do not develop athletes, that is the 

responsibility of the disability sports organisations.” (Subject 3)

NPCs from developing countries were still expanding and improving their 
organisation and focused more on sports participation in general to be able to 
compose a Paralympic team of elite athletes. Policy makers from developing 
countries explained that their NPCs were usually responsible for all levels of 
Paralympic sport: 

“There are participants [in our NPC] from the grass roots all the way up to the 

national, and after that the elite level.” (Subject 8)

“We are coordinating all Paralympic Movement activities, [but] we also have to do 
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the development of all the sports.” (Subject 7)

Most NPCs from developed countries had (partly) integrated with the Olympic 
Committees, sometimes also in terms of National Federations. In such cases sports 
associations were responsible for both the Olympic sport and the Paralympic 
equivalent. Developing countries tried to work together with their Olympic 
Committees towards the Games (e.g. in terms of arranging accommodation) but 
usually operated completely separate from each other.  

Barr iers and faci l i tators of  Paralympic sport
Barriers 
Awareness

Lack of awareness of Paralympic sports in their countries was frequently 
mentioned. Policy makers from developing countries explained that lack of 
awareness is present in many areas of Paralympic sport: 

“[The main barrier to sports participation] is awareness. Awareness in education, 

awareness in the rights for people with disabilities, awareness in: hey, there is a lot 

we can do.” (Subject 4)

But policy makers from developed countries also mentioned the lack of awareness 
or understanding of sports for people with disabilities as a barrier: 

“One of the barriers is the lack of understanding and confidence [of coaches 

and teachers] when a person with a disability wished to participate in a new 

environment.”...”We need to educate and mentor them (i.e. coaches and teachers) 

how to adapt their own sports knowledge to the impairment.”...“Some disabled 

children are not getting the opportunity [to participate in sports], to decide whether 

they enjoy it (i.e. sports) or not, because their participation is: I will blow the whistle 

to start, because I am in a wheelchair, but that is not participating.” (Subject 3) 

“I would say the awareness of Paralympic Sport on a whole, is a challenge for 

us.”...”Our awareness levels (i.e. within their country), if they could be higher, that 

could help us get better media coverage and therefore get more awareness and 

therefore get more people to participate.” (Subject 5)

Facilities

Providing facilities or equipment and the costs that come with participating in 
sports was a barrier for NPCs from developing countries, especially for people 
participating at grass root level.  Sports facilities in NPCs from developing countries 
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are only available in large cities of their country:   

“You find that (i.e. sports facilities) maybe in a big city, like the capital city we have 

the facilities and the equipment and therefore at the grass root level we find that 

the opportunity is there, the talent but the opportunity is lacking because of lack of 

equipment and facilities.” (Subject 8) 

Policy makers from developed countries also reported problems with facilities, 
but they have more specific problems such as their budget that cannot meet the 
needs for facilities or equipment: 

“Last year our budget could only fulfil half of the need [for equipment] that is out 

there. So obviously equipment is a challenge.” (Subject 5)

Facilitators
Role models

Paralympic elite athletes were often seen as ambassadors of their Paralympic 
sports and policy makers consider them as important role models for awareness 
of Paralympic sports, especially in NPCs from developing countries: 

“You (i.e. the athletes) have to attend [the Paralympic Talent Day] and you have to 

do a certain bit of promotion work,”...” Paralympic athletes are unique, they take 

their obligation, generating awareness and now there’s an interest and support for 

young kids with disabilities.” (Subject 2)

Paralympic athletes do not only act as role models for future athletes, but also as 
ambassadors for their sport towards companies or possible sponsors: 

“We have created what we call an ambassador program, where we ask our 

athletes to do public relations engagements. We try to get our athletes to do this 

all the time.” (Subject 5)

“So, it’s about using that success (i.e. of previous Paralympic Games) then to 

recruit sponsors.”...“So it (i.e. our focus) is not shifted from the athletes but it has 

extended into going out commercially, developing more awareness that would 

give us more income to drive programs for all.” (Subject 2)

In NPCs from developing countries both the Paralympic athletes and the NPC still 
have to establish the role of Paralympic athletes as ambassadors of Paralympic 
sport: 
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“We have the same philosophy as you [i.e. developed countries] do.”...”And we 

have now just started with athletes advising their own peer group. Former athletes 

talking to current athletes, former athletes talking to would-be-athletes. But it is in 

an initial stage, currently.” (Subject 4)

 
Information

Even though not all NPCs are directly concerned with mainstream sports 
participation, several NPCs from developed countries provide information about 
Paralympic sports and local sports possibilities:

“We just created a web portal, where wherever you live you can click on your town 

and a list will come up on clubs or programs that are accessible and available to 

you.” (Subject 5)

“We have a generic web portal, with information about local sports club.” (Subject 

3)

“We do al lot with social media and have a popular YouTube channel” (Subject 6)

Support from the social environment

A positive attitude and support from the society is needed to provide opportunities 
for persons with physical disabilities to be able to participate in sports: 

“The sport key pathology [is] to actually provide the environments, the support for 

disabled athletes, within their sport and creating pathways within their own sports. 

To support the disabled athlete.” (Subject 1)

The role of family can be ambiguous, as they can play an important role in whether 
a person with a physical disability has the opportunity to participate in sports: 

“Of course family and friends have to support them, for them (i.e. people with 

physical disabilities) to start playing sports.” (Subject 3)

Especially in NPCs from developing countries the parents might not be aware of 
the benefits of sports yet: 

 “Parents want to focus more on education than on sports. When a child want to 

engage in a sport, the parents would really feel that their child should focus all 

on education rather than doing sports. Most parents are still not aware that sport 

today is just about having fun. It has a lot of benefits. Parents can also contribute 

to lack of participation and becoming a barrier.” (Subject 8)
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Quantitative results

In total, 14 athletes (1%) from 3 NPCs completed the questionnaire (see Table 1). 
These athletes participated in 10 different sports and represented all disability 
groups. Unfortunately this response rate was too low to perform statistical 
analyses. 

Total
(n=14)

Australia
(n=3)

Ireland
(n=10)

South Africa
(n=1)

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M 

Age 40.79 (11.96) 34.33 (20.03) 44.20 (8.12) 26

n n n n

Gender
Male 8 2 5 1

Disability group
Amputee 2 1 - 1

Cerebral Palsy 3 2 1 -

Visual Impairment 2 - 2 -

Spinal Cord Injuries 4 - 4 -

Les Autres 3 - 3 -

Sports
Athletics 3 - 3 -

Boccia 1 - 1 -

Cycling 2 1 1 -

Equestrian 1 - 1 -

Rowing 2 - 2 -

Sailing 2 1 1 -

Swimming 1 1 - -

Table tennis 1 - 1 -

Wheelchair basketball 1 - - 1

Wheelchair rugby 1 - 1 -

Table 1: Characteristics of responding athletes
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Discussion

The results from the interviews gave us an indication of what barriers and facilitators 
of sports were experienced within different NPCs, worldwide. Environment seems 
to be play an important role in sports participation and can influence it in a positive 
and a negative way. Differences between developing and developed countries 
seem to lie in the organisation of the Paralympic sport. Previous research supported 
that policies of governments in developing countries often prevent people with 
physical disabilities from being physically active[3]. This study demonstrated that 
not just policies, but also rights for people with physical disabilities and general 
awareness of Paralympic sports in the society have to improve in developing 
countries. NPCs from these countries also focused more on sports participation 
of Paralympic athletes from all levels of Paralympic sport, whereas NPCs from 
developed countries focused only on elite athletes and delegated responsibilities 
for lower sports levels to National Federations. 

Main barriers of sports participation mentioned by policy makers were lack 
of awareness of the society and problems with facilities. Even though several 
policy makers mentioned that the awareness is growing, there is still a need for 
improvement. The majority of the policy makers of NPCs from developed countries 
have made it an important goal within their NPC to improve this awareness, and 
for instance try to include Paralympic athletes to improve this awareness among 
future athletes and possible sponsors. It is therefore not surprising that the role of 
Paralympic athletes as ambassadors of their sport was also mentioned as one of 
the facilitators of sports participation. Results from successful Paralympic athletes 
could influence the participation within their sport, but a well targeted policy 
with for example media attention and sports programs is needed to structurally 
improve sports participation[22]. However, for NPCs from developing countries 
both athletes and policy makers are still searching how athletes can fulfil their role 
as ambassadors for Paralympic sport within their NPC. 

Problems with sports facilities or equipment have previously been reported as 
barriers of sports participation, such as problems with accessibility, lack of sports 
facilities in the neighbourhood and high costs[7,8,16,23]. 

The positive influence from the social environment on sports participation 
is consistent with previous research[16,24]. People who have support from family, 
friends or school are twice as likely to become physically active than people with 
lack of support[25]. However, these results seem mostly applicable to developed 
NPCs, as policy makers of NPCs from developing countries expressed concerns 
about the negative attitude of parents towards sports participation of the person 
with a physical disability. 
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Unfortunately, these results are only a slight indication of possible barriers and 
facilitators of sports within different NPCs as the quantitative part of this study 
could not be fully executed. Our questionnaire had a very low response rate 
and therefore data resulting from this questionnaire could not be analysed. The 
respondents predominantly resulted from personal contacts of the authors with 
policy makers. At the end of the interview, policy makers were asked for their 
help in distributing the link to the questionnaire. Several policy makers agreed to 
contribute in the distribution by sending the link to their delegates. The promotion 
of the questionnaire by the IPC unfortunately contributed only marginally to the 
response of the athletes. 

The lack of quantitative data makes it impossible to triangulate results from 
policy makers and athletes.

Suggestions for improvement of Paralympic research

Because of the low response rate, we feel compelled to provide several 
suggestions for improving Paralympic research, especially questionnaire research. 
The Sport Science Committee is responsible for making research a prominent 
feature on the agenda of the IPC[26]. In order to do so the Sports Science Committee 
“actively seeks interaction with the scientific community by formulating research 
questions relevant to the Paralympic Movement, and activates strategies to come 
to solutions”[27].

Unfortunately, Paralympic research is still very much developing and needs be 
become a general component of the Paralympic Movement. We also experienced 
a lack of awareness of research within the Paralympic Movement during this study. 
In our opinion, many coaches, policy makers and athletes do not recognise the 
importance and added value of Paralympic Research yet. The IPC should increase 
awareness of Paralympic research within the Paralympic Movement, for instance 
by adopting the following suggestions.   

In the current set up of Paralympic research, the IPC is responsible for the 
distribution and promotion of the research to the athletes. They have distributed 
the links to the questionnaire, addressed the research on their website, in the 
magazine ‘the Paralympian’ and across their delegates. When consulting fellow 
researchers, who also made an attempt to perform research with Paralympic 
athletes, about the response to their questionnaires, they expressed similar 
problems or had no response at all. This problem might have occurred because 
of the research tool, as lower response rates to online questionnaires are not 
uncommon[28]. However, low response rates could also have occurred because 
of the way the IPC promoted the research. The Sport Science Committee states 
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that they: “actively seek interaction with the scientific community by formulating 
research questions relevant to the Paralympic Movement, and activate strategies 
to come to solutions”[27]. However, during the Paralympic Games the IPC acted 
as an intermediate between researchers and athletes concerning the distribution 
of questionnaires. Previous research has shown that response rates can have a 
decrease of 20% when researchers cannot send invitations directly to participants 
and do not have face-to-face interaction[28]. The IPC could consider enabling a 
more direct interaction between researchers and athletes in order to promote 
scientific research, for example by providing direct contact between researchers 
and athletes during a certain time frame (e.g. several weeks or months prior or 
after the Paralympic Games). The IPC could organise meetings where researchers 
will be able to explain their research to the athletes and athletes will be able to 
ask questions and may feel more involved in the research[28]. Researchers will also 
be able to explain why it is important that athletes participate in this research, 
which could help improve the response rate in Paralympic research. Of course, 
researchers are very much aware that the main priority of Paralympic athletes 
during the Paralympic Games is giving their best Paralympic performance. 
Unfortunately, this is also why tension may occur between researchers and 
athletes, as they have different goals during the Paralympic Games. It is therefore 
important to aim that both athletes and researchers gain from research that is 
conducted during the Paralympic Games. Research should focus on improving the 
Paralympic Movement as well as improving elite performance or general sports 
participation of (future) athletes. 

The IPC could also pay more attention to promote research possibilities during 
other large Paralympic events such as Parapan American Games or the World 
Championships. 

When research projects are divided over several Paralympic events it 
is possible to have fewer research projects per event. This also puts fewer 
loads on the athletes in terms of participation in Paralympic research. A more 
even distribution of research across Paralympic events might also help in the 
organisation of Paralympic research. The Sports Science Committee could decide 
to approve fewer research projects, to give the IPC time to find better possibilities 
in supervising scientific research. When these few research projects result in 
good quality research, then they could build from that and gradually expand.  

A more practical suggestion for Paralympic research could be change in 
logistics and promotion of questionnaire research during the Paralympic Games. 
Prior to the Paralympic Games, the IPC distributed a research document containing 
all information about the Paralympic projects (6 on site and 9 questionnaire 
studies). Unfortunately this document provided a lot of information about the 
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projects without categorisation according to disability or NPC. The set up of this 
document made it time consuming for athletes to find a relevant project, which 
could result in athletes losing their interest in participating in research. The use 
a scrolling down menu, in which athletes can select their disability, NPC or sport, 
could be an improvement. After submitting this information, relevant projects will 
pop up, after which the athletes can immediately see projects that are applicable 
to them. The scroll down menu will also be less time consuming and could make 
it easier for athletes to participate in sports. 

Conclusion

Barriers and facilitators such as awareness and the influence of the (social) 
environment seem to be universal issues that NPCs deal with, and do not seem 
to differ within countries, continents or cultures. However, these results should 
be considered very carefully as lack of quantitative data prevented triangulation. 
In order to prevent similar disappointing outcomes in the future, the IPC should 
improve future Paralympic research. The IPC could improve awareness of 
research within the Paralympic Movement, by concentrating on creating a direct 
interaction between researchers and athletes and aim that both the athletes and 
the researchers gain from the research. The IPC could also decide to reduce 
the amount of projects during Paralympic Games, to find better possibilities of 
supervising scientific research and improve the quality of these research projects.  
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