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Disabled women struggle with 
both the oppression of being 
women in male-dominated so- 
cieties and the oppression of 
being disabled in societies domi- 
nated by the able-bodied 

- Susan Wendell 

Women with a disability aspiring to 
high levels of sport competition of- 
ten face double discrimination as- 
sociated with disability and gender. 
The social construction ofdisability 
has been influenced by a variety of 
interrelated factors which restrict the 
way in which society attaches mean- 
ing to disability. Included among 
these factors are western society's 
cultural rules, economics, and po- 
litical climate. Likewise, the woman 
with a disability attaches her own 
meaning relative to the nature of 
her impairment, her socio-economic 
status, ethnicity, sexuality, and spe- 
cific attitudes, experiences, and ex- 
pectations developed through inter- 
actions with others. Having a dis- 
ability and being in the world of 
sport are compounded by systemic 
barriers associated with being female 
and participating in a male domi- 
nated sports arena. 

At the elite level, disability sport 

has grown and developed at a pace 
unprecedented in sport history. The 
Paralympic Games are the pinnacle 
of elite competition for athletes with 
a disability and the second largest 
sporting event in the world-second 
only to the Olympic Games. The 
1996 Atlanta Paralympic Games will 
bear witness to 4000 elite athletes 
representing over 1 15 nations, in 19 
sporting events. 

Despite the accomplishments of 
the Paralympic movement, however, 
serious inequities continue to exist 
for women. Participant numbers have 
traditionally been skewed, in that two 
to three times more men than women 
compete at the Paralympic level (IPC; 

Sherrill). Professionals within the 
adapted physical activity field have 
speculated on the barriers which exist 
for women with a disability in sport 
(Sherrill; Sherrill etal). These authors 
suggest that barriers to participation 
have developed from historical con- 
ditions which include: classification 
systems that are insensitive to women; 
too few women involved in the power 
structures of the disability sports 
movement; and an under-represen- 
tation of women athletes in wheel- 
chair sport, the latter of which often 
receives the most attention by the 
sport media. To date, there is little, if 
any, empirical research which exam- 
ines the issues and concerns from the 
perspective ofwomen athletes with a 
disability. 

The purpose of this research was to 
permit the voice of women athletes 
with a disability who participate in 
elite sport to be heard. By illuminat- 
ing the issues and experiences of the 
female athlete, we can begin to reveal 
her view of reality within sport and 
the context within which she partici- 
pates. Research of this nature is the 
first step in the process of identibing 
and addressing the inequities and 
barriers in disability sport facing 
present and future female athletes. 

Gender inequity has been identi- 
fied in previous work within the able- 
bodied sport world (Eccles and 
Harold; Hall; Theberge). To date, an 
analysis ofissues or barriers for women 
with a disability involved in sport has 
not been published. Simply general- 
izing from able-bodied sport to dis- 
ability sport, ignores, denies, or erases 
the significance of women's experi- 
ences within disability sport. Al- 
though issues for both groups may be 
similar, simply accepting current 
theoretical models of issues for able- 
bodied athletes (male or female) and 
applying them to women with a dis- 
ability negates the experience for all 
women with disabilities and ignores 
the historical and political context of 
their experiences. 

In this study, we placed the women 
athlete with a disability at the centre 
of the research as an active agent in 
the production of knowledge sur- 
rounding participatory issues. This 
basic feminist strategy has been nota- 
bly successful in history, literature, 
and anthropology (stacey and 
Thorne). Our objective was not to 
make generalizations to all women 
athletes with a disability based on an 
analysis of a representative sample, 
rather it was to gather comparative 
impressions of their experiences as 
elite athletes. 

Five female athletes (informants) 
who competed at the 1994 Lille- 
hammer Winter Paralympics were 
interviewed. Each athlete was from a 
different country within Europe and 
North America. They were between 
the ages of 24 and 35, and had been 
competing in Nordic and alpine ski- 
ing from two to 14 years and had a 
variety of disabilities including: spi- 
nal cord injury, brachial plexus pa- 
ralysis, congenital visual impairment, 
and lower limb amputation. Partici- 
pation in this study was voluntary. 
Each athlete was asked, under in- 
formedconsent and assuranceofstrict 
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confidentiality, to describe her expe- 
riences and discuss issues that were 
important to her in today's sport 
society and culture. The study was 
limited to those who used English as 
their first or second language. The 
interview frameworkcomprised four 
open-ended questions related to ini- 
tiation, participation, and involve- 
ment in elite competitive sport. 

Many issues emerged which were 
captured in over 20 categories rela- 

tive to context of 
participation or 
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competitive opportunities sustaining 
participation; acceptance of self; ac- 
ceptance by society; interpersonal 
support; and, institutional support. 
The following discussion presents a 
brief synopsis of each theme, with 
an example of the athletes' experi- 
ences. 

According to the athletes, sports 
that are more appealing to women 
are not promoted by governing or- 
ganizations to the same extent as 
traditionally male oriented sports. 
Likewise, they felt that sports tradi- 
tionally popular with able-bodied 
women were not necessarily the 
"sport of choice" for women athletes 
with a disability. As one athlete ar- 
ticulated, "we have a different biol- 
ogy and history; it is wrong to as- 
sume that we have the same sport 
interests and expectations as an able- 
bodied women athlete." All the ath- 
letes determined that their choice to 
participate in elite sport was influ- 
enced by a "hunger" for the chal- 
lenges and excitement of competi- 
tion. It was often stated that the 
disability sport movement, includ- 
ing athletes, should take more re- 
sponsibility for increasing awareness 
of the diverse sport opportunities 
available to women with a disability, 
in order to make them more appeal- 
ing to participants. 

Participatory and competitive 
opportunities 

There was a perceived lack of op- 
portunity for women and girls with a 
disability at the grassroots level. Most 
of the athletes noted that their in- 
volvement in elite disability sport 
came later in life, after attempts at 
involvement in able-bodied sport or 
when a significant other, already es- 
tablished as an athlete, encouraged 
them to become involved in sport. 
Opportunities were rarely presented 
to them via disability sport organiza- 
tions, and most athletes as children 
were not aware of organized sport or 
recreational opportunities. 

Sustaining participation 

When these women were provided 
with sport opportunities they were 
frequently forced to choose between 
livelihood and sport. If they selected 
sport, financial independence was 
sacrificed which resulted in a reliance 
on other family members andlor sig- 
nificant others for monetary support. 
Because of the financial constraints, 
it was not feasible for them to either 
employ coaches or receive sport spe- 
cific training within their commu- 
nity. Therefore, most wereself-taught 
or self-trained in their respective 
sports. 

Two different types ofmotivational 
experiences existed for the athletes: 
intrinsic and extrinsic. Initially, at- 
tempts at sport and physical activity 
were motivated primarily by an out- 
side source, such as family, friends, or 
significant other. However, once they 
began to compete, an intrinsic need 
began to develop. Many ofthe women 
stated that once they became athletes, 
they found themselves playing nu- 
merous roles: as advocate for the dis- 
ability sports movement and people 
with adisability; athlete; teacher; and, 
role-model. Initially, these activities 
reinforced their participation in sport. 
Eventually, however, the informants 
confessed to a more internal incen- 
tive, in that the need to compete, win, 
and express themselves in a physical 
realm took precedence over the other 

roles. One of the athletes indicated 
that she had adopted a "no mercy" 
attitude towards helping other ath- 
letes in their development, which al- 
lowed her to focus entirely on her 
own performance. 

Acceptance of self 

Acceptance of self, as a female ath- 
lete with a disability, took a variety of 
forms. Whereas two of the athletes 
felt that accepting their disability gave 
them the freedom needed to focus on 
sport and other aspects of their lives, 
others stated that they perceived them- 
selves as not having a "disability." 
They felt that accepting society's la- 
bel of "disabled" implied that they 
were accepting limitations commonly 
associated with disability. 

Acceptance by society 

Discussion surrounding acceptance 
often included the concept of 
normalcy. The athletes stated that 
one of the reasons many women did 
not participate in disability sport was 
a reflection on society in that their 
activities were not regarded as a "nor- 
mal" avenue of sport. It was generally 
perceived that participation in dis- 
abilitysport meant that manywomen 
were possibty reinforcing an image of 
being "different" or "disabled." In 
order to achieve their respective levels 

Accepting their 
disability gave them 

the freedom needed to 
focus on sport. 

of success, the athletes felt that a 
conception of themselves as "nor- 
mal" was important for crossing some 
of the barriers faced by women with 
disabilities, Most of the athletes felt 
that society did not perceive disabil- 
ity sport as "normal" or "real" sport. 
However, all of the athletes felt 
strongly that with more coverage and 
promotion of Paralympic events, this 
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perception would eventually change. 
They also agreed that today's media 
presented disability sport events as a 
human interest stories rather than 
elite level sports competition. 

All the athletes agreed that the fail- 
ure of society to recognize them as 
"athletesn was confirmed in their daily 
interactions with people. For exam- 
ple, they talked of being pitied; of 
being told they were extremely brave; 
and, being wished "a nice vacation," 

sion was not considered part of the 
athletes' support network. When 
mentioned, it was usually in a nega- 
tive context, often as a deterrent from 
sport participation for women. When 
sport was promoted by physicians, it 
was viewed solely as a therapeutic 
tool, with a distinct hesitation to chal- 
lenge the athlete to extend her physi- 
cal limits. 

Within all of the interviews, there 
appeared a genuine concern about 
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when preparing to leave for the 
Lillehammer Paralympic Games. 

Interpersonal support 

The athletes indicated that a sup- 
port network was extremely neces- 
sary for participation in elite sport. 
Each one indicated that if it were not 
for one influential person in their 
lives, they would not be involved 
today in their respective sports. Fam- 
ilywas one ofthe most important and 
significant factors in their choice to 
participate in sport. A spouse, or sig- 
nificant other, often played a pre- 
dominant role in persuading the in- 
formants to become involved in elite 
sport, and reinforced their desire to 
continue in sport. Friends, coaches 
and adapted physical educators 
(teachers), were also mentioned as 
important figures. 

Institutional support 

Interestingly, the medical profes- 

mpic Committee was felt that sport or- 
ganizations had been 

designed for the able-bodied male 
population, and were not specific for 
women athletes with a disability. A 
general feeling among the athletes 
was that among professionals, lim- 
ited awareness existed of the interac- 
tion between sport and disability. 
One athlete stated that she had 
"trained under coaches who were ex- 
perts in disabilities; coaches who knew 
much about sport; but she had yet to 
have a coach with the combined 
knowledge." 

The educational system was re- 
ported as largely responsible for lim- 
iting their participation in sport. 
Generally, their physical education 
teachers lacked knowledge and expe- 
rience in integrating students with 
disabilities into traditional curricu- 
lum. They indicated that the views of 
their teachers toward their disability 
were pessimistic, and modifications 
of activities were rarely if ever at- 
tempted. When involved, their "par- 
ticipation" in sport was in the capac- 
ity of time-keepers, score-keepers or 

observers. This learned helplessness 
was reinforced by the medical profes- 
sion who provided written excuses 
prohibiting participation in physical 
activity and physical education classes. 
All ofthese combined factors resulted 
inaselffulfillingprophecy, with these 
women unable to perform the requi- 
site skills needed to participate in a 
variety of sports and physical activity 
later in life. 

Future directions and recommen- 
dations 

The foregoing issues appear to be 
symptomatic of a broader spectrum 
of issues pertaining to the involve- 
ment of women in disability sport. 
Why is it that women's issues are 
becoming more salient, recognized, 
respected, and acted upon in the able- 
bodied sport and non-sport world, 
and not in disability sport? Based on . - 
the experiences of these authors and 
informants, the factors of likely im- 
portance include: sheer lack of num- 
bers of female athletes and adminis- 
trators (less voices); few avenues of 
expression for the female athlete with 
a disability; societal assumptions rela- 
tive to disability and sport; and, fi- 
nally, inertia from the effect of tradi- 
tional expectations ofbeing both disa- 
bled and female. 

A lack ofrepresentation ofwomen, 
both as athletes and as administra- 
tors, in disability sport continues to 
hamper efforts at increasing aware- 
ness of issues unique to the female 
athlete with a disability. Systemic 
support for the female athlete must 
be identified, increased and reinforced 
by the governing bodies of the dis- 
ability sport movement. This sup- 
port includes sensitivity to financial, 
time, and cultural constraints specifi- 
cally experienced by women with a 
disabilitywho have little institutional 
or interpersonal backing in general. 
Failure to sustain the participation of 
today's female athlete with a disabil- 
ity, will result in a decrease in partici- 
pation numbers tomorrow 

Empowering the female athlete to 
be an active participant in the process 
of advocacy and promotion of dis- 
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ability sport is difficult unless there 
are opportunities provided for fe- 
male athletes to unite, share, and 
validate their experiences. There 
needs to be feasible avenues for the 
female athlete to address her con- 
cerns to the decision-makers. This 
would encourage a united political 
front that would represent all female 
athletes, regardless of disability label, 
or sport affdiation. 

In order to counteract societal as- 

voice of the female athlete with a 
disability to the public conscious- 
ness. This is particularly important in 
view of the inherent physiological, 
psychological, and sociological value 
of sport to people with disabilities. 

The International Paralympic 
Committee (IPC) has identified the 
issue of representation of women in 
the Paralympic movement as one of 
the highest priority. Towards this end, 
the 'IPC Sport Science Sub-Commit- 
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sumptions of disability and sport, 
exposure must become a top priority 
for organizers of sporting events and 
competition. The media should con- 
tinually be pressured to report the 
sport story, rather than the human 
interest story. An emphasis must be 
placed on educating physical educa- 
tors, coaches, and decision-makers of 
sports organizations, as to the ben- 
efits associated with sport for people 
with disabilities. Likewise, the dis- 
abilitysport movement must develop 
standards for training and certifying 
coaches, trainers and sports officials. 

Finally, if disability sport is to con- 
tinue to flourish, we must continu- 
ally examine the barriers that exist for 
marginalized groups such as women 
athletes. Double jeopardy exists for 
the athlete who is both female and 
disabled, which warrants attention 
by professionals, academics, andfemi- 
nists in sport. There exists in our 
global society, a moral obligation to 
continue to expose the experience 
and most importantly to bring the 

tee is supporting ini- 
tiatives to institute a 
line of feminist re- 
search in this area This 
study has provided the 
impetus for three ad- 
ditional studies cur- 
rently being com- 
pleted on women, dis- 
ability and sport. It 
seems the Paralympic 
movement is listening 
to voices previously 
unheard. 

Parts ofthisartick were 
npic Committee presented at the North 

American Fehation of 
Adapted Physical Activity Annual 
Conference in Detroit, Michigan. 4 
Octobm 1994. 
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