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Abstract 1 

The London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games aimed to deliver a legacy to 2 

citizens of the United Kingdom, which included inspiring a generation of young people to 3 

participate in sport. This study aimed to understand the legacy of the Paralympic Games for 4 

children with disabilities. Eight adolescents (11-16 years of age) with physical disabilities were 5 

interviewed about their perceptions of the Paralympic Games. Thematic analysis found three 6 

key themes which further our understanding about the Paralympic legacy. These were: 7 

Paralympians as role models; changing perceptions of disability and the motivating nature of 8 

the Paralympics. Findings demonstrate the Games were inspirational for children with 9 

disabilities, improving their self-perceptions. This is discussed in relation to previous literature 10 

and core recommendations are made.  11 

 12 

Key words: Olympic Games, London 2012, role models, legacy, mega-events. 13 
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Introduction 1 

In summer 2012 London, United Kingdom (UK) hosted the Olympic and Paralympic 2 

Games. The British Olympic and Paralympic Associations won the bid to host the events 3 

based on the 2012 legacy Action Plan by the Department for Culture, Media & Sport (DCMS) 4 

(2008), which set out five legacy promises. These included aims to develop the nations 5 

sporting prowess and inspire a generation of young people. Promises to ‘inspire a generation’ 6 

intended to give “hundreds of thousands of young people across the UK opportunities to learn 7 

new skills, try different activities and enjoy being part of their communities as a result of the 8 

London 2012 Games” (DCMS, 2008:42). According to the bid, young people are at the heart 9 

of the legacy with plans to aid their development by creating cultural and sporting initiatives 10 

and providing young people with more opportunity to become involved in their communities. 11 

It is this promise to young people which stimulated interest in this research - to consider what 12 

the sporting legacy of the 2012 Paralympic Games is and its impact on young people with 13 

disabilities. This study explores the perceptions of young people with disabilities about the 14 

Paralympic Games and what, if any, impact The Games had on their attitude toward sport and 15 

disability. For the purpose of this paper, children and young people will be used 16 

interchangeably to refer to children up to the age of 16, unless otherwise stated.  17 

Research exploring children with disabilities’ perceptions of the Games is scarce. 18 

Much Olympic research tends to focus on doping (Fitch, 2012), elite athlete health (Kippelen, 19 

Fitch, Anderson, Bougault, Boulet, Rundell, et al, 2012), performance (Hollings, Hopkins, & 20 

Hume, 2012), economic factors (Shibli, Gratton, & Bingham, 2012), and cultural 21 

development (Graham, Gilbert, Minton, Perryman, Poynter & Westall, 2013), yet few 22 

consider the impact of these events on children and young people. In fact, a literature search 23 

revealed just a handful of recent papers which have specifically considered children and 24 

young people in relation to the Olympic / Paralympic Games and ‘Olympism’ (Armour & 25 
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Dagkas, 2012; Chatziefstathiou, 2012; Ferrara, Burns & Mills 2015; Fitzgerald, 2012; 1 

Lenskyj, 2012; Broderick, 2013) much of which focuses on the philosophical and pedagogical 2 

values of educating children on Olympic values. However, little to no research has considered 3 

the impact of the Olympic and Paralympic Games on the perceptions of children. Indeed, 4 

Weed, Coren, Fiore, Wellard, Mansfield, Chatziefstathiou et al. (2012) indicate there is no 5 

published evidence to suggest the Olympic and Paralympic Games increase public sport 6 

participation, although admit that this is not suggestive of the Games having no impact on 7 

participation, but rather arguing it highlights the dearth of research in this area. To date, no 8 

published empirical studies exploring children with disabilities views on these ‘mega-events’ 9 

(Armour & Dagkas, 2012) have surfaced, and Dickson, Benson and Blackman (2011) indicate 10 

a general lack of research regarding Paralympic legacy. This kind of research might shed light 11 

on the legacy and develop an understanding whether these events motivate this marginalised 12 

group of young people to take part in sport. Indeed, Misener, Darcy, Legg and Gilbert (2013) 13 

show that, with the exception of one study (Greig, August & Race, 2006) there are no 14 

empirical studies which demonstrate increased participation in sport.  15 

Despite the lack of published evidence, the English Federation for Disability Sport 16 

(EFDS) (2012) did produce a report of survey findings relating to the impact of the Olympic 17 

and Paralympic Games on people with and without disabilities. Completed by 521 individuals 18 

in England, UK - 17% of whom had disabilities - the report gives some preliminary findings 19 

about the change in attitude toward disability sport created by the 2012 Paralympic Games. 20 

Overall, it was found that perception change was positive – individuals who watched the 21 

Paralympic Games reported greater demand for media coverage of disability sport, and 80% 22 

of participants with disabilities stated they would consider taking part in more sport after 23 

watching the Games. Despite this, 90% of sports clubs who participated indicated no change 24 

in the number of people with disabilities joining their clubs, with similar findings from the 25 
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Sport and Recreation Alliance (2012). Therefore, it is possible that this change in perception 1 

does not necessarily result in increased sports participation amongst individuals with 2 

disabilities. Alternatively, as this report was produced only two months following the 3 

Paralympics Games, it could be that any increase in sport engagement will be seen more 4 

gradually over a longer period of time. Indeed, according to the Centre for Sport, Physical 5 

Education and Activity Research (2012), no previous Games have raised participation levels 6 

in sport. They note this is for two reasons, firstly, no previous games have set out specifically 7 

to raise participation levels and, secondly, there has been no systematic literature to measure 8 

increase in participation rates.  9 

Nevertheless, the report does highlight some salient points which have been raised by 10 

previous literature pertaining to children with disabilities. Firstly, it indicates media coverage 11 

of disability sport can have an impact on perceptions of disability. The 2012 Paralympic 12 

Games was the first to see mass media coverage, particularly in the UK. In previous Games, 13 

there was little to no media coverage of athletes with disabilities, particularly on television; 14 

and generally individuals with disabilities in the media are often portrayed negatively 15 

(Brittain, 2004a). This is supported by Hardin, Hardin, Lynn and Walsdorf (2001) who 16 

indicate media representations of disability contribute to the development of negative 17 

stereotypes, yet some forms of media can produce positive impacts. In particular, they note 18 

that coverage of disability sports could lead to positive attitudes about disability. This is 19 

supported by Brittain’s (2004a) research, in which he interviewed a number of Paralympic 20 

athletes. One participant, Ian, sees media coverage of disability sport as important in attitude 21 

change about disability, stating “Unless they can actually see more disabled people being 22 

successful in various roles, then it’s hard to get it across that disabled people are just as able 23 

and equal to able-bodied people” (p 446). Additionally, Misener, Darcy, Legg and Gilbert 24 

(2013) indicate previous studies have demonstrated a negative impact on perceptions towards 25 
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disability as a result of the Paralympic Games, through the reinforcement of the ‘supercrip’ 1 

stereotype.  Despite this, Gold and Gold (2007) argue the Paralympic Games have been 2 

instrumental in changing attitudes towards disability and have “accelerated the agenda for 3 

inclusion” (pp. 133). This highlights the role the Paralympic Games might have in changing 4 

attitudes about disability – whether that is positive or negative attitude change. However, 5 

Fitzgerald (2012) argues caution should be taken in focusing on disability events to promote 6 

engagement. She continues suggesting we should look beyond traditional disability sport 7 

events to encourage children with disabilities to participate.  8 

  Research by Panagiotou, Evaggelinou, Doulkeridou, Mouratidou and Koidou (2011) 9 

further supports this. They showed a simulation-based Paralympic Sport Day programme 10 

prompted positive attitude change towards disability in children without disabilities aged 11 11 

to 12 years. This provides some backing to the findings from the EFDS (2012) about potential 12 

positive perception change as a result of Paralympic Games, particularly given the increased 13 

coverage of the event in the UK, and the Olympic / Paralympic school sports days held in the 14 

run up to the Games. It is worth noting, however, that by using an active simulation-based 15 

sports day model it may have prompted more positive change through engagement in 16 

activities. Passive engagement through media coverage alone may have less impact. We 17 

should also recognise that increased awareness of disability could lead to reinforced notions 18 

of personal tragedy rather than empowerment (Kama, 2004; Misener, Darcy, Legg & Gilbert, 19 

2013).  20 

Nevertheless, increased media coverage of disability sport could also create role 21 

models for children with disabilities. Role models have been written about extensively within 22 

psychological literature (e.g. see the work of Penelope Lockwood & colleagues). Much of this 23 

work is built on social learning theory (Bandura, 1986), which posits the more relevant and 24 

similar a role model is to the observer, the more likely they are to effect behaviour / attitude 25 
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change in the observer (Lockwood &  Kunda, 1997).  Literature suggests that sports stars are 1 

less likely to be considered role models than family members, friends and other entertainers 2 

(Anderson & Cavallaro, 2002). However, research by Vescio, Wilde and Crosswhite (2005) 3 

shows that when a sports star is selected as a role model, this is influenced by their similarity 4 

to the individual. In this study exploring female adolescents sporting role models, the role 5 

models were either also female, shared the same heritage, or had similar sporting backgrounds 6 

to the participants. While this research is specific to female adolescents who do not have 7 

disabilities it might give some insight into the potential of Paralympic athletes to act as role 8 

models for children and young people with disabilities, given the otherwise negative portrayal 9 

of individuals with disabilities in the media (Brittain, 2004a).  10 

Related to this, the Paralympic Games might have some impact on children and young 11 

people with disabilities motivation to participate in sport. Indeed, Nind, Flewitt and Pavler 12 

(2010) suggest having positive role models for people with disabilities can have a positive 13 

impact. Furthermore, self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2002) has been used in sport 14 

psychology to understand individual motivation to participate in sport. It argues on the one 15 

hand, that sports participation is motivated by self-efficacy beliefs (Feltz, 1992). Self-16 

efficacy, or the belief in ones abilities and capacity to enact a specific behaviour (Bandura, 17 

1986) can be developed through social cues, including the media. For example, Di Lorenzo, 18 

Stucky-Ropp, Vander Wal and Gotham (1998) found interest in media sport was an important 19 

predictor of physical activity, particularly for boys. Similarly, Cavill and Bauman (2004), 20 

reviewed literature investigating the role of mass media in promoting physical activity and 21 

suggested mass media campaigns might have a place in improving self-efficacy. Although, 22 

they argue while the media might increase awareness of physical activity benefits, there is 23 

little evidence to suggest it brings about a change in behaviour. Taking this into account, it is 24 
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possible viewing the Paralympic Games might have some effect on children with disabilities 1 

perceptions of their own abilities but might not lead to children engaging in sport.  2 

Indeed, Deci and Ryan (2002) argue self-efficacy (otherwise referred to as 3 

‘competence’) alone is not enough to motivate sports participation. They state individuals 4 

require autonomy, competence (self-efficacy) and relatedness in sport to be motivated to 5 

participate. Autonomy refers to the individual’s opportunity to freely choose the activity they 6 

participate in, and relatedness refers to a person’s feeling of shared experience and 7 

belongingness. Given this, it is unlikely improved self-efficacy from viewing Paralympic 8 

sports or having Paralympians as role models will result in increased engagement in sport 9 

activity. Only when coupled with improved opportunity to engage in sport, might we see 10 

increased sport engagement among children with disabilities in the wake of the Paralympic 11 

Games. Indeed, research has shown children with disabilities participate in a narrower range 12 

of sport and physical activity compared with their non-disabled peers and report feeling 13 

excluded and different from others in relation to participation in school physical education 14 

(PE) (Blinde & McCallister, 1998; Sport England, 2001; Goodwin & Watkinsion, 2000; 15 

Fitzgerald, 2005). It is evident from this literature there are limited opportunities for children 16 

with disabilities to engage in sport. Although the legacy of the Games intended to improve 17 

participation in sport,, Sport England (2015) have shown year on year decreases in the 18 

number of people with disabilities participating in sport since the Games. This might indicate 19 

that more work needs to be done to improve participation in sport for individuals with 20 

disabilities.   21 

Limited opportunity, or poor awareness about opportunities to engage in sport will  22 

restrict the motivation of  children and young people with disabilities to participate in sport 23 

(Deci and Ryan, 2002). However, it is difficult to draw conclusions about the Paralympic 24 

legacy for young people without consulting with children with disabilities to understand their 25 
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views about the Games. Therefore, this study aims to explore children with disabilities 1 

perceptions of the Paralympic Games and disability sport in order to understand what impact, 2 

if any, this event had on their attitudes towards participation in sport. 3 

Method 4 

Research design 5 

A qualitative exploratory research design, using semi-structured one-to-one interviews 6 

(Robson, 2006) was employed for this research. Previous literature relating to children with 7 

disabilities and sport (e.g. Goodwin & Watkinson, 2000; Fitzgerald, 2005; Coates, 2011, 8 

Jobling, 2012) suggested qualitative designs work well for research aiming to understand the 9 

perceptions of this population. Indeed, a review paper by Coates and Vickerman (2013) 10 

recommends flexible qualitative designs for use with children with disabilities, indicating that 11 

while quantitative designs might yield more generalizable data, they do not serve to 12 

understand children’s perceptions and attitudes towards sport and physical activity. They 13 

further suggest qualitative designs are often more appropriate as they offer flexibility in data 14 

collection and analysis to respond to the specific communication needs of people with 15 

disabilities.  16 

A 7 item interview schedule (See Table 1) was developed to explore the perceptions 17 

children with disabilities have regarding the Paralympic Games, sport for people with 18 

disabilities more generally, and personal perceptions of sport and physical activity. Questions 19 

asked were broad and open, allowing the child to explore their perceptions and the researcher 20 

to direct conversation based on what each child said in order to generate rich data. Moreover, 21 

Cresswell (2007) suggest this type of ‘thick data’ gathering offers more opportunity for 22 

trustworthiness and transferability of the data. Additionally, children were given the 23 

opportunity to watch a short video of some Paralympic sports, including sitting volleyball, 24 
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wheelchair basketball, swimming and athletics, as a prompt, as interviews took place between 1 

the October and February following the 2012 Games. This also provided participants with 2 

examples to reflect upon. Interviews took place at the child’s school in a quiet room away 3 

from peers and teachers to reduce any influence these people might have on the child’s 4 

responses (Scott, 2000). Interviews were conducted by the first author and were audio 5 

recorded. 6 

[INSERT TABLE 1] 7 

Participants 8 

Eight children in two schools in the East Midlands, UK (due to ease of access for the 9 

researchers) took part in this study. Schools were one mainstream secondary school which 10 

included a unit for children with physical disabilities and one special school (separate 11 

disability and non-integrated school) catering for children with a range of disabilities. 12 

Children between the ages of 11 and 16 with physical and / or sensory disabilities were 13 

invited to participate in the study. The rationale for selecting this age range was due to a 14 

greater likelihood of children having watched the Paralympics and being able to comment 15 

upon them. Physical disability, for the purpose of recruitment, included children who had 16 

difficulty with fine and /or gross motor functioning (but not requiring mobility assistance) as 17 

well as them requiring mobility assistance (wheelchairs) in their day-to-day functioning. 18 

Sensory disability included those with visual and / or auditory dysfunction which impacts on 19 

their day-to-day functioning. Ten children per school were invited to participate. While there 20 

were more children with disabilities who could have been invited to participate, the liaison in 21 

each school felt more comfortable inviting a small number of selected children, and felt this 22 

would cause the least disruption.  Decisions about who to invite were made by the school 23 

head teacher in the special school, who selected those children meeting selection criteria who 24 

were more able to communicate verbally.  In the mainstream school, potential participants 25 
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were selected by the school’s adapted PE liaison, and included children meeting the age and 1 

disability criteria, whom the liaison felt would be more willing to participate. Whilst the 2 

sampling was not ideal, both the head teacher and mainstream school liaison were encouraged 3 

to invite a broad range of children to reduce bias, however it is acknowledged sampling in this 4 

way is likely to introduce some selection bias. Nevertheless, letters and consent forms were 5 

sent out to parents to inform them of the research and both parents and the child themselves 6 

provided written consent to participate. Participation in the research was voluntary. 7 

A total of eight children took part in the research including three from the special 8 

school and five from the mainstream school (40% response rate). Five participants were male 9 

and three were female. The mean age of the children was 14.6 years (sd = 1.65). All 10 

participants were classified as having physical disability and no children with sensory 11 

impairment took part in the study. All children attending the special school, and David in the 12 

mainstream school had associated intellectual disability. All participants except for Cassie 13 

used wheelchairs. Table 2 provides more details relating to the individual participants (please 14 

note, pseudonyms are used for anonymity).   15 

[INSERT TABLE 2] 16 

Full ethical approval was received from Nottingham Trent University School of Social 17 

Sciences ethics board and research was conducted in line with both British Psychological 18 

Society ethical guidelines and British Educational Research Association (BERA) research 19 

ethics guidelines.  All participants and their parents gave informed consent to take part and 20 

participants were made aware of their right to withdraw at any point during the study. 21 

Data analysis 22 

Thematic analysis was employed using the Braun-Clarke approach (Braun & Clarke, 23 

2006). This method for thematic analysis incorporates 5 stages and is set out below: 24 
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1. Familiarisation with the data. Interviews were transcribed verbatim, read and re-read. 1 

Initial descriptions of the data were noted. 2 

2. Generating initial codes. Interesting features in the data were highlighted and coded 3 

systematically across transcripts, drawing out key ideas put forward by participants. 4 

For example, where children discussed positive affect towards the Games, codes were 5 

generated to indicate the reasons for this, and / or the effect of this on the child and 6 

their perceptions of themselves, others or sport more generally. Examples of codes 7 

generated during this stage included “positive affect – increased motivation to take 8 

part in sport” and “change in self-perception – perceived as equal”. 9 

3. Searching for themes. Codes were collated and organised into relevant themes. At this 10 

point, several possible themes were identified, and those with significant overlap with 11 

other themes were grouped.    12 

4. Reviewing the themes. Themes were reviewed according to their ‘fit’ with the coded 13 

data and the data set as a whole. In addition, at this stage, credibility of the coding and 14 

themes was checked (Lyons & Coyle, 2007). Two independent reviewers (post-15 

graduate child psychology students) reviewed the coded data which was checked 16 

against the analysis undertaken by the lead author for consistency. This method of 17 

inter-coding analysis has the advantage of reducing error and bias in coding 18 

(Cresswell, 2007). Initial themes were then sent to the second author for review.  19 

5. Defining and naming themes. Themes were refined and defined to encapsulate the 20 

messages from the coding in an organised and coherent fashion. Four themes were 21 

identified, including the three reported in this paper and one additional theme – “PE 22 

facilitating engagement in physical activity”. During the review process, it was 23 

determined that the fourth theme did not fit with the aims of this paper, and as a result 24 

has not been reported. 25 
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 1 

Results 2 

The thematic analysis revealed three themes relvant to the aims of the study: 3 

 Paralympians as role models 4 

 Changing perceptions of disability 5 

 The motivating nature of the Paralympics 6 

A description of each theme follows. 7 

Paralympians as role models: 8 

From the interviews it was evident the Paralympic Games were perceived positively 9 

by all participants, with many describing them as “good”, “exciting” and “cool”. Participants 10 

experienced the Paralympics through a range of mediums including television, radio and 11 

newspapers, and a small number in the special school had been to London to watch some of 12 

the athletic events live. Further probing of the reasons behind these descriptions elucidated 13 

that children had understood the purpose of the Paralympic Games and what this meant to 14 

them. Children explained the Paralympic Games were equivalent to the Olympic Games, but 15 

were specifically targeted at athletes with disabilities: 16 

Georgina: “It’s an Olympic version for disabled people… just so they’re involved 17 

just like other people are with the Olympics.” 18 

Simon: “They are like, people in wheelchairs or disabilities or like in the Olympics 19 

but it’s called the Paralympic because they can’t do the stuff what the Olympic 20 

people do.” 21 

Chris: “Olympians that do Paralympics… because they’re in wheelchairs.” 22 
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These participants indicate there is a significant difference between the Paralympians 1 

and Olympians, and Simon suggests this might be due to the athletes’ abilities. While Simon 2 

suggests Paralympians cannot do the same sports as Olympic athletes, later in his interview he 3 

discusses preferring the Paralympic Games as it was less boring and contained more action. 4 

Other participants agreed they preferred watching the Paralympic Games and with the 5 

exception of Simon, did not suggest the Paralympic athletes were less able than Olympians. In 6 

fact, the differences between Paralympic and Olympic athletes seemed to be a source of 7 

inspiration, as Zara, Simon and Georgina go on to explain when asked to clarify this 8 

difference: 9 

Zara: “It’s quite interesting watching it [Paralympics] and it’s quite amazing how 10 

people do. (Interviewer:  You said that you find it quite amazing what people can do. 11 

What do you mean by that?) Like how, it’s like you see disabled people and then you 12 

see normal people but it shows that you can achieve a lot even if they are disabled.” 13 

Simon: “Um, running. They have like metal legs and they can run just as fast so it’s 14 

kind of better than the Olympics… they have disabilities and they think “I don’t care 15 

about this, I am gonna do it”. And they do it. But it’s amazing!” 16 

Georgina: “They’re very inspirational, just how they don’t let anything stop them.” 17 

Feeling inspired by the Paralympic athletes was evident in all transcripts and 18 

participants made clear it was the strong mental and physical characteristics of the athletes 19 

themselves which led them to feel this way. Children highlighted that the athletes had 20 

physical strength and prowess to be successful in their chosen sports, had motivation and will 21 

to train hard to achieve Paralympic success, and also had the mental strength to overcome 22 

adversity in order to succeed. Early in the interviews, many of the children focused on the 23 

skill and talent demonstrated by the Paralympic athletes. 24 
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Zara: “They’re strong players… because they like, believe in themselves and have 1 

strength to go out there and show their skills.” 2 

Warren: “He’s [Richard Whitehead – Para-athlete and 2012 Paralympic gold 3 

medallist] very good at what he does.” 4 

Chris: “They’re [Paralympians] good because they have to train long and hard and 5 

they have to do lots of fitness to take part because the Paralympics is a lot harder 6 

than what the Olympics is.” [Interviewer: “Why do you think it’s harder?”] “Well, 7 

no, they’re both the same, but with the Paralympics, with people that are blind, it’s a 8 

lot harder [because of] not being able to see.” 9 

Particularly evident from this was the role model-effect Paralympians appeared to 10 

have on the participants, characterised by their ability to challenge adversity in order to 11 

succeed. This was specifically in terms of the athlete’s disabilities, and was a feature of the 12 

athlete’s character which prompted some participants to recognise their own disability should 13 

not hold them back, suggesting participants might have an improved self-efficacy. The 14 

participants felt relatedness (Deci and Ryan, 2002) to the Paralympic athletes, in terms of 15 

sharing in the challenges of disability, and viewed their success as an achievement not only 16 

for the athletes, but for people with disabilities more generally. This did not seem to be 17 

relevant only to sporting success, but was considered more broadly. Zara in particular 18 

considered this and how the Paralympic Games made her appreciate her own potential more 19 

generally: 20 

Zara: “Zara: “They’re [Paralympic and Olympic athletes] both good, but I’d say 21 

the Paralympics are more good as they’re disabled and they’re different…they’re all 22 

the same and they can all achieve.”  23 



16 
 

Reflecting on disability and the success of Paralympic athletes also led participants to 1 

consider the effect the Paralympic Games had on the way they viewed themselves as 2 

individuals with disabilities. Many participants were able to recognise the similarities they 3 

shared with Paralympians in terms of disability, often reflecting on how they also used 4 

wheelchairs and using phrases such as “like me”, for example: 5 

David: “Paralympic games [athletes are] in a wheel chair, like me” 6 

 In particular, watching the Paralympic Games seemed to lead participants to consider 7 

their own self-efficacy and self-determination (Deci and Ryan 2002). In response to a 8 

question “How do you feel after watching the Paralympics”, some reported feeling more 9 

confident in themselves since watching the Paralympics. Zara and Chris sum this up: 10 

Zara: “Because you look at them [Paralympic athletes] and you look at yourself and 11 

then you see the similarities, like and that you have legs but they don’t, and it makes 12 

you think there’s a difference between them but if they can do it, you can do it and it 13 

makes you want to do it as well… It’s [helped me] in a good way. It’s been helping 14 

me, like it’s even in school that’s changed me, but I’m able to work by myself, I’m 15 

able to go out there and do stuff. It’s made me feel stronger, more confident.” 16 

Chris: “ I like the people that are in it [the Paralympics], the athletes because I like 17 

to see what athletes are racing, what they’re doing. [Interviewer: Why’s that?] 18 

Because I like to watch what the athletes are doing because it gives me an idea of 19 

what I can do, what I’d want to do.” 20 

Changing perceptions of disability 21 

Participants frequently considered the role the Paralympic Games had in changing 22 

public perception about disability. They had a firm belief  the Games had a positive effect on 23 

people’s perceptions, leading them to view individuals with disabilities in a more positive 24 
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light. While exploring opportunities for individuals with disabilities to participate in sport, 1 

Zara reflected upon how the Paralympic games might change perceptions of sport: 2 

Zara: Now [since the Paralympics]  people are, like with the Paralympics, it shows 3 

other people who are watching that even though they’re disabled they can still 4 

achieve and stuff …and so now they understand and treat you properly. It’s made 5 

people aware that they can do sports. 6 

 While the children interviewed did not increase their sporting activity in light of the 7 

Games they felt that the Paralympics played an important role in changing their personal 8 

views of disability. It was evident from the data in response to the question, “what do you 9 

think of the Paralympic athletes and what they have achieved?” that the participants 10 

undoubtedly felt that the Paralympic Games depicted the athletes as exceeding expectation. 11 

This is highlighted in the following quotes: 12 

Cassie: “I think it’s [Paralympics] actually fantastic because say the people who has 13 

got the disability problems that take part in things that they can do!” 14 

Zara: “You see disabled people and then you see normal people but it shows that 15 

you can achieve a lot even if you are disabled… Like winning. Like when they 16 

actually won. It shows that they [disabled athletes] can achieve and stuff.” 17 

Simon: “They have disabilities and they think, “I don’t care about this, I’m going to 18 

do it”. And they do it, but it’s amazing!” 19 

This highlights not only that the Paralympics might play a role in changing perceptions about 20 

disability. These quotes show participants were in many ways in awe of the athletes’ 21 

performance in the Paralympic Games but it also led several children to think reflect on their 22 

own abilities. 23 

This is considered in more detail in the next theme. 24 
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The motivating nature of the Paralympics 1 

Findings showed participants perceived the Paralympic Games as a tool for motivating 2 

individuals with disabilities to do more sport. Participants noted that the general feel good 3 

factor and people discussing the games made them feel more motivated to get involved in the 4 

future. Although none of the children interviewed had taken up more sport as a result of the 5 

Games, they felt more confident should they wish to do so. There was a general feeling of 6 

optimism that the Paralympic Games would open up new opportunities for individuals to do 7 

sport as well as encourage people with disabilities to consider taking advantage of these 8 

opportunities, as demonstrated below: 9 

Chris: “I think they’ll [people with disabilities] be able to get sport.”[Interviewer: 10 

Do you think the Paralympics encourages people to take part in sport?] “Yes. I don’t 11 

know why that is, but it does encourage them to take part.” 12 

Cassie: “It gets them [people with disabilities] a good chance that they can do it 13 

[sport] or not do it… just like a bigger like opportunity that they can do it if they 14 

want to.” 15 

[Interviewer: Did you do a lot of sport before the Paralympic Games?] Simon: “Um, 16 

only those two, tennis and badminton, but now I want to join more clubs.” 17 

However, while it was perceived that the Paralympic Games might increase opportunity for 18 

sport engagement, Simon’s perceptions echoed that from the literature mentioned above. He 19 

indicated that while there are benefits to inclusive physical activity, there are also barriers 20 

preventing children with disabilities from participation. 21 

Simon: [I find sport fun] with like, other people. With other people who have like no 22 

disability as well as other people who have disabilities is quite fun… I prefer it when 23 

with everyone else”… 24 
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Interviewer: “Do you think there’s enough opportunity out there for them [people 1 

with disabilities] to go and do sports?” 2 

Simon: “No… there could be more gyms for wheelchair people and like more 3 

badminton and that … I don’t think it’s fair [to have more clubs for people without 4 

disabilities].  Just because you can like do stuff what other people can’t, so like the 5 

wheelchair user or a person who can walk, they should both have the same stuff.” 6 

 Simon points out a key frustration which might be shared by other individuals who 7 

have disabilities – the lack of spaces or opportunities for disability sport in the community 8 

(Smith & Thomas 2006) and the feeling of being marginalised because of disability. In fact, 9 

several children indicated that there was lack of opportunity for them to engage in sport 10 

outside of school, or demonstrated little awareness of any opportunities which did exist. 11 

Barriers to engagement in physical activity demotivate children from participation in extra-12 

curricular sporting activities. Deci and Ryan (2002) argue that motivation for sport 13 

participation incorporates the need for autonomy, which in this case awareness of 14 

opportunities for sport participation. If this is lacking, motivation to participate will dip. 15 

Nevertheless, children in this study believed the Paralympics would encourage more children 16 

with disabilities to do sport, prompting a need for “the council” to finance these spaces, and 17 

improve advertising, such as putting posters advertising relevant clubs on the school gate. 18 

Additionally, Simon’s statement that he would now like to join more sports clubs shows there 19 

is an increasing need for disability-specific or disability friendly sports opportunities for 20 

children in the community. This might indicate increased motivation to participate in sport, 21 

hence the desire for more opportunity. 22 

When asked the question “have you taken part in any sports activities outside school?” only 23 

two participants had taken part in formal sporting activity outside of school. Simon had 24 
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previously been part of a badminton club, although left as there was only one other person 1 

with a disability at the club. He explains: 2 

Simon: “Badminton was not very much people, that there was only me and another 3 

guy in a wheelchair.” [Interviewer: So could you do it with other people who weren’t 4 

in wheelchairs?] “Yeah, we did it once with someone who could walk but then they 5 

went out [left the club]. [Interviewer: Would you want to go back?] “No, not really.” 6 

Cassie on the other hand, who was the only participant not requiring a wheelchair, has 7 

been successful in athletics, taking part at a national level and placing 8th in the country.  8 

Cassie: “I came in 8th place in the country…Actually I found it actually fantastic! 9 

I’ve been told by my head teacher that I’ll get involved in the assembly like from my 10 

tutor group and I got a medal and everything!” 11 

 Promoting sporting opportunities for individuals with disabilities in the wake of the 12 

Paralympic Games (and the 2014 Commonwealth Games) might prove beneficial to children. 13 

Further, ensuring children with disabilities can make the most of these opportunities may also 14 

improve participation and perceptions of sport outside of school. Simon’s experience appears 15 

to be one of inclusion, where he was given opportunity to participate with children without 16 

disabilities; however for him this had not been successful. As a result he felt that there needed 17 

to be more opportunities for people with disabilities to become involved in sport. Cassie on 18 

the other hand had partaken in activities specific to her needs, so her experience was more 19 

positive, which indicates that when children’s needs are met, their attitudes toward sport 20 

improve.  21 

This is further emphasised by the experiences of Georgina, who had been unable to 22 

take part in any physical activity due to her medical condition. When asked “has your 23 

disability hindered participation for you?” Georgina noted how she was greatly 24 
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disempowered by the inability to participate with her friends and make decisions about her 1 

own physical activity. This is demonstrated below: 2 

Georgina: “I don’t join in any of the [PE] lessons because of my condition. [I’d like] 3 

just being a part of it… I feel left out. [Interviewer: Is not taking part something 4 

that’s been decided for you or a choice you’ve made?] “It’s been decided for me by 5 

my doctors. [I’d like to be involved] even if it’s just on the side lines at least I’m 6 

involved if not completely involved [but can’t] not unless the doctors say otherwise” 7 

 8 

[Interviewer: Do you think it’s good to have sport for people who have disabilities?] 9 

“Yeah, just so they’re not feeling left out and worthless. Just something that you can 10 

do and they can set themselves goals and not feel down.” 11 

It is evident from this that Georgina feels disempowered with regard to taking part in 12 

sport. The decisions made are not hers and she feels unable to change this without the go 13 

ahead from her doctors. However, she acknowledges that sport can be motivating, allowing 14 

individuals to set goals and achieve. This is something Georgina did not feel was within her 15 

reach yet.  She believed that,  the opportunity to at least attend lessons and be included, would 16 

have made her feel better. This consolidates the importance of sport and physical activity 17 

engagement for children and young people as a natural part of their development. Based on 18 

Georgina’s experience, it is evident that sport has the potential to empower and cultivate self-19 

determination which can have a significant impact on the life experiences of young people. 20 

 21 

Discussion 22 

This study supports previous limited research to date and highlights three key 23 

outcomes related to the Paralympic Games. Firstly, it shows Paralympians can be perceived 24 
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as role models to children with disabilities and this supports wider psychological research on 1 

role models, and demonstrates children with disabilities are able to relate to the similarities 2 

between themselves and Paralympic athletes (Deci and Ryan, 2002; Vescio, Wilde, & 3 

Crosswhite, 2005). Indeed, children acknowledged the athletes sporting prowess, however, 4 

their positive perceptions of athletes went beyond this, allowing children to identify with 5 

another person who has a disability and has been successful. It appears this relatedness to the 6 

Paralympians’ disabilities provides children with the opportunity to reflect on their own 7 

disabilities and to view these more positively.  8 

This view supports current literature relating to role models. Firstly, it supports the 9 

work of Lockwood and Kunda (1997) who posit a superstar will only become a source of 10 

inspiration to individuals if they are deemed to be relevant to them personally. In this study, 11 

Paralympians were relevant to children because they shared a core commonality – disability.  12 

Lockwood and Kunda (1997) also state that the superstar’s demonstrated abilities should be 13 

attainable in some way to the individual in order to inspire them. For most children in this 14 

study, sporting success was not necessarily an attainable or desired aim for them, yet the 15 

success of the Paralympians was attainable to children as it showed them that they too could 16 

succeed in their individual goals, just as disability had not restricted the ability of the 17 

Paralympians to achieve their goals. Thus, the Paralympic Games become a tool for 18 

empowering children with disabilities.  19 

Research by Purdue and Howe (2012) support the view Paralympians can act as 20 

sporting role models, although they claim its effect does not extend as far as empowering 21 

individuals who are not Paralympians themselves. However, this research was carried out 22 

with adults who were identified as being Paralympic Stakeholders. As such, their findings 23 

may not be applicable to children with disabilities where the influence of a role model might 24 

have a more profound, empowering effect. Equally,  the findings from this study challenge 25 
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studies by Goggin and Newell, (2000) Jobling (2012) and Misener, Darcy, Legg, and Gilbert 1 

(2013) which suggest the Paralympic Games reinforce disability stereotypes, representing 2 

Paralympic athletes as ‘supercrips’  (heroic athletes who overcome their disability).  3 

 Whilst the children in this study did perceive the athletes as achieving in spite of their 4 

disability, this tended to be considered as a positive step forward in changing perceptions 5 

about disability, rather than reinforcing negative stereotypes. While few studies appear to 6 

exist in relation to the media coverage surrounding the 2012 Paralympic Games and its 7 

potential impact on public perception of disability, particularly that of children, given the 8 

increased airtime it received (particularly in the UK), it is possible the Games may have led to 9 

some change in public perception. It is also possible, given that previous research tends to 10 

focus on adult perceptions, that the results from this study challenge previous literature simply 11 

because children perceive the Games and their effect differently. 12 

 In understanding the relationship between role models and motivation (Lockwood & 13 

Kunda, 1999), this research also showed the ability to relate to the Paralympic athletes led to 14 

positive changes in children’s perception of themselves, thus enhancing confidence in their 15 

own abilities. This, again, was not limited to sport. Rather, it demonstrated the power of 16 

positive role models with disabilities in improving children’s perceived self-efficacy and 17 

motivation to succeed. Indeed, participants’ experiences of sport and physical activity prior to 18 

the Paralympic Games were varied. Lockwood, Sadler, Fryman and Tuck (2004) argue for 19 

example that a positive role model (an individual who has achieved a high level of success) 20 

can encourage others to pursue similar accomplishments.  21 

While this literature does not relate directly to the experiences of children with 22 

disabilities and the influence positive role models might have on their self-perceptions and 23 

behaviour, it does provide some insight into the possible impact Paralympic athletes might 24 

have on these children. It also highlights the need for positive media representations of 25 
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individuals with disabilities, given the role the mass media has in assisting children’s self-1 

efficacy development (Cavill & Bauman, 2004). This would promote potential role models 2 

for children, enhancing the positive impact it has. In addition to this, understanding the impact 3 

of positive role models with disabilities on the perceptions and self-efficacy of children with 4 

disabilities should also be further investigated to better understand any potential benefits, or 5 

drawbacks for this under-researched population.  6 

Children in this study felt more confident conceptually about participating in sport 7 

(competence), and had a greater sense of belongingness within the sporting community 8 

(relatedness), the lack of opportunity to do sport (or the lack of knowledge about existing 9 

opportunities)  (autonomy) diminished the child’s motivation to do more sport. This goes in 10 

line with Deci and Ryan’s (2002) self-determination theory – specifically that sport 11 

engagement is more complex than just being based on self-efficacy alone. The findings from 12 

this study highlight that in order to increase sport engagement, opportunity to engage in sport 13 

must be improved and better advertised to children with disabilities in order to capitalise on 14 

the positive outcomes of the Paralympic games and other sporting mega-events.   15 

Even though according to Wolff (2014) there is much less media representation and 16 

interest in the Paralympics, the research did find participants were positively engaged. The 17 

quotes reported in this study illustrate the inspiring and encouraging nature of the Paralympics 18 

for sport engagement amongst individuals, particularly children with disabilities. Literature by 19 

authors Fitzgerald (2005); Smith and Thomas (2006) and Thomas and Smith (2003) support 20 

this, noting a lack of opportunities for people with disabilities to engage in sport and physical 21 

activity.  22 

 This could also link to Deci and Ryan’s (2002) concept of autonomy, and might 23 

explain why children had not taken up more sport. While the Paralympic Games appear to 24 

have  had a positive effect on children; where opportunity lacks, motivation to participate in 25 
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sport decreases. Equally it highlights the importance of multi-agency collaboration for 1 

ensuring all children with disabilities are provided with safe and appropriate opportunities to 2 

be included in physical activity based upon their individual needs.  3 

 4 

Limitations of the Study 5 

It is acknowledged this study had a limited sample and as such any results should be 6 

interpreted with caution. Nevertheless, this study highlights the usefulness of  qualitative 7 

methods for exploring the perceptions of children with disabilities about the Paralympic 8 

Games. For example, children with disabilities were able to articulate, through discussion, 9 

how the Paralympics had impacted on their views and opinions of sport and physical activity. 10 

It is clear that this methodological approach has real potential to explore children with 11 

disabilities lived experiences of sport. Encouragingly, it was found that children were keen to 12 

take part in the study once they had consented and held pertinent views that contributed to 13 

understanding the legacy of the Games for children with disabilities. This indicates that 14 

further research should be done in order to generate discussion relating to the legacy for 15 

children with disabilities, with the aim of promoting social change in opportunities for 16 

children with disabilities to engage in sport. The study did, however, raise important 17 

methodological issues, which could be addressed in future research. Future studies should aim 18 

to recruit wider samples of children with disabilities so that their perceptions can also be 19 

accounted for. In this study, while children with physical and / or sensory difficulties were 20 

invited to participate, only children with physical disabilities opted to take part. As such, no 21 

data relating to the perceptions of children with other disabilities in relation to the Paralympic 22 

Games currently exists. It is worth noting, though, that many of the children who participated 23 

had associated intellectual disabilities and so it is important that we understand the spectrum 24 
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of complex needs children with disabilities might have, and account for this when designing 1 

research so that  the voices of these children are also heard. 2 

The inclusion of diverse groups of children with disabilities does bring with it 3 

methodological difficulties, as some children are more able than others to communicate 4 

effectively verbally. This was evident in this study, where some children were less able to 5 

answer the interview questions leading to limitations in the data for some children. Coates and 6 

Vickerman (2013) note how qualitative data collection can be adapted to meet individual 7 

communication needs, and so future research should consider flexible and participatory 8 

research designs to account for the differing needs and abilities of participants.  9 

Conclusion 10 

This study in many ways supports the concept that there may be a legacy from the 11 

2012 Paralympic Games. Specifically, it shows the positive role Paralympic athletes might 12 

play in improving children with disabilities’ perceptions of themselves. This all plays into 13 

self-determination theories (Deci & Ryan 2002) through which if the right intrinsic and 14 

extrinsic factors can be established there is potential to enhance people with disabilities’ 15 

engagement. It also highlights the potential role the Paralympics might play in changing 16 

perceptions of disability in the general public. However, further research is needed to draw 17 

concrete conclusions in relation to these factors. 18 

  Further studies should seek to generate discussion relating to the legacy for children 19 

with disabilities, with the aim of promoting social change in opportunities for children with 20 

disabilities to engage in sport.  Alternative methods for generating data should be considered 21 

to ensure children’s perceptions can be better understood, and researchers should consider the 22 

use of participatory methods (O’Kane, 2000). Studies such as that by Fitzgerald, Jobling and 23 

Kirk (2003) show participatory methods can be used effectively with children who have 24 
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disabilities and this can empower children to raise issues important to them. The work of 1 

Melanie Nind (e.g. Nind & Vihna, 2013) is also a useful source of information for researchers 2 

looking to carry out inclusive research with children who have disabilities, and this too should 3 

be consulted by researchers aiming to carry out similar research. 4 

Understanding the Paralympic legacy for children with disabilities can be complex for 5 

children with disabilities. This research has started to uncover some of the complexities. Yet, 6 

while this research may open up more questions than it answers, it provides a starting point 7 

for generating discussion about how these mega-events might contribute to changing children 8 

with disabilities perceptions of sport and otherwise.  9 

 10 
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Table 1: Interview schedule 1 

Interview Schedule – Paralympic Legacy 

1. I want to talk to you about the Paralympic Games. Can you tell me what you know about the 

Paralympic Games? 

 Prompts – Who takes part? What sports do they play in the Paralympic Games? When is the 

Paralympic Games? Where do you find out information about the Paralympic Games? What do 

you know about the Olympic Games? 

 All children reminded:  “The Paralympic Games are the same as the Olympic Games but they 

are for athletes who have some trouble with moving, like being in a wheel chair or not having 

full use of their arms; trouble seeing properly or hearing; or who have other difficulties which 

mean they cannot compete in the Olympics.” Video of Paralympic sports shown. 

2. What do you think about the Paralympic Games? 

 Prompts – What do you feel about the athletes in the videos? How does watching the athletes 

make you feel? What do think about the Paralympic Games compared with the Olympic 

Games? 

3. What do you think about sport? 

 Prompts – Do you take part in sport (in or out of school)? What sports do you take part in? 

What do you think about those sports? 

4. What do you think about sport for people who have disabilities? 

5. Do you think there is enough opportunity for people who have disabilities to take part in sport? 

Why? 

6. Thinking about the Paralympic Games, do you think they encourage children with disabilities to 

take part in sport? Why? 

7. Has the Paralympic Games changes how you think about the sport you take part in / encouraged 

you to do more sport? Why? 

 2 

  3 
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Table 2: Participant Information 1 

School Participant Age  Sex  Disability Participation in sport 

Special Gareth 15  Male 

(M) 

Cerebral Palsy School PE and ad hoc Arts 

Plus (extracurricular) sports 

activities 

Chris 16  M Cerebral Palsy School PE 

Warren 16  M Cerebral Palsy School PE and Whizz Kids 

(extracurricular disability 

sport club during school 

holidays) 

Mainstream Cassie 14  Female 

(F) 

Developmental Co-

ordination Disorder 

School PE and national 

school athletics competitor. 

Zara 16  F Skeletal Dysplasia School PE 

Georgina 16  F Awaiting heart and 

lung transplant 

No participation in sport for 

health reasons 

David 12  M Cerebral Palsy School PE 

Simon 12  M Friedrich’s Ataxia School PE 

 2 

 3 

 4 


