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Developing Para-hockey for athletes with intellectual disabilities:
stakeholder perspectives of challenges and opportunities
Sophie Van De Vorsta, Jan Burnsb, Thomas Fletchera and Debbie Van Biesenc

aSchool of Events, Tourism and Hospitality Management, Leeds Becket University, Leeds, UK; bCentre for Sport, Physical
Education and Activity Research (Spear), Canterbury Christ Church University, Canterbury, UK; cDepartment of
Rehabilitation Sciences, KU, Leuven, Belgium

ABSTRACT
Purpose: Identify the challenges and opportunities to develop Para-hockey for
participants with intellectual disabilities (ID), and to make recommendations
about next steps.
Methodology: Interviews with stakeholders known to be engaged in, and
advocating for, ID para-hockey classification, representing Pakistan, New
Zealand, the UK, Belgium, Portugal, Argentina and Chile.
Findings and practical implications: There is support and commitment for
the development of ID Para-hockey. A collaboration plan should be
developed by the International Hockey Federation (FIH) to (a) ensure key
stakeholders are aware of FIH’s commitment to this endeavour; (b) link with
other stakeholders who have an interest in developing ID sport; (c) learn
about good practice in other sports, (d) identify a series of steps to progress
a developmental plan. We also see evidence for the need to audit current ID
Para-hockey activity internationally.
Research Contribution: This is the first study directly addressing the
development of ID Para-hockey. ID Para-hockey is at the start of this
developmental journey, and little is known about stakeholder perspectives
on the challenges and opportunities that lie ahead.
Originality/Value: It is important, at the outset, to be able to identify what
capacities for development exist, and then to consider how these may be
built upon.
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Introduction and context

TheWorld Health Organisation (WHO) states that
around 1.3 billion people, or 16% of the world’s
population, experience some sort of disability
(WHO, 2022a), of whom ∼3% (2.5–3.9%) have
intellectual disabilities (ID) (Olusanya et al.,
2020). People with ID represent one of the least
active and most compromised minority groups

in terms of physical and mental health, and are
associated with poor quality of life, economic
dependency and multiple, lifelong service
needs (Kinnear et al., 2018). However, the
majority of these outcomes relate not to the
primary health condition, but to the life situation,
loss of opportunity and stigma attached to this
diagnosis (Hatton&Emerson, 2015). Engagement

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original
work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the
Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

CONTACT Thomas Fletcher t.e.fletcher@leedsbeckett.ac.uk School of Events, Tourism and Hospitality Management, Leeds
Becket University, Leeds LS6 3QU, UK

MANAGING SPORT AND LEISURE
https://doi.org/10.1080/23750472.2023.2292225

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/23750472.2023.2292225&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-12-13
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:t.e.fletcher@leedsbeckett.ac.uk
http://www.tandfonline.com


in physical activity and sport is increasingly being
evidenced as a way of, not just ameliorating
health and social disparities, but also as a way
of challenging other people’s attitudes towards
people with ID and deconstructing the binary of
able/disabled (Marcellini, 2018).

This growth in engagement in sport spans
from grass roots development to the heights
of elite, international sports competition, and
is supported through a number of organisa-
tions. The Special Olympics (SO) is perhaps
the most well-known, supporting over five
million athletes, in 32 “Olympic-like” sports
(Special Olympics, n.d.). However, the SO sits
outside of the main para athlete pathway,
operating a very inclusive eligibility system,
having their own sports rules, and a less
elite performance-based philosophy (Burns,
2018). Virtus is the International Federation
for Para Athletes with Intellectual Impairments
and is an International Paralympic Committee
(IPC) recognised International Organisations of
Sport for the Disabled (IOSD) for athletes with
Intellectual Impairments (II)1(Virtus, n.d.).
Virtus is the internationally recognised body
responsible for developing high-performance
sport for athletes with ID, and holds contracts
with the IPC and multiple International Sports
Federations (ISFs) to provide the service of
confirming the eligibility of athletes to
compete in the impairment category “Intellec-
tual Impairment”. Virtus uses a rigorous pro-
cedure to evaluate a portfolio of evidence
confirming the diagnosis of ID. All ISFs
which have ID athletes competing in either
Virtus and/or IPC recognised events use this
process.

Founded in 1989 the IPC is a non-profit
organisation, supporting 210 member nations
to promote Para sport, and it delivers the
summer and winter Paralympic Games. Increas-
ingly, the IPC has emphasised inclusion as part
of its vision, and to support this through the
development of Para sport (IPC, 2023a).2 Ath-
letes with ID have had a turbulent history
with inclusion in the Paralympics, having been
first included in the winter Games in Tignes, in
1992, but then competing in a separate event
after the summer Games in Barcelona in 1992,
held in Madrid. In Atlanta, in 1996, they were
fully integrated into the main summer Games,
but only included 56 athletes. In Sydney, 2000
this grew to 244 athletes, but sadly, after the
Games, a scandal emerged revealing that a pro-
minent member of the Spanish team, inter-
national disability and ID sports organisations,
had purposely cheated, fielding basketball
players who did not have ID. After a review,
the IPC determined the systems of eligibility
were not good enough and suspended all ID
athletes until improvements in eligibility could
bemade (Brittain, 2016). A rigorous review, revi-
sion and programme of research then took
place and, on the basis of this, a vote was
taken at the IPC General Assembly in 2009 to
re-include ID athletes. However, this clearly
remained an area of debate with 63 members
voting for, 53 against and 7 abstentions (Lantz
& Marcellini, 2020). Currently, for ID athletes
there are three sports included in the summer
Games, in one competition class each, Table
Tennis, Athletics and Swimming. There is cur-
rently no inclusion in the Winter Games
(Gilderthorp et al., 2018).

1Intellectual Impairment (II) is an umbrella term used by both Virtus and the IPC which reflects the conceptual basis of sports classifi-
cation. In Paralympic classification the type of impairment is drawn from the taxonomy described by World Health International
Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) (WHO, 2001) and is based on the functional ability of the athlete not diag-
nosis. However, to be eligible for an impairment group there must be an underlying health condition as described by the WHO Inter-
national Classification of Diseases (ICD) (WHO, 2022b) in this case the underlying health condition is Intellectual Disabilities (ID) (Van
Biesen et al., 2020). In this paper whilst reference is made to both II and ID, depending on the context, for these purposes they are
essentially the same group of athletes.

2The “ownership” and use of the terms “para” in relation to sport is a contested one, with para sport often used as a generic term, whilst
the IPC asserts rights over the use of the word “Para” and associated terms (see IPC guide to Para and IPC terminology (2021)). In this
paper we have adopted the IPC use of the word Para meaning that the International Federation for Hockey is recognised by the IPC as
adhering to specified standards of competition.
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Competition for sports to be included within
the Winter or Summer Paralympic Games is
fierce, and represents the pinnacle of Para
sport, attracting national funding, prestige
and media coverage (Dowling et al., 2018).
Whilst attaining this goal is complex, and
open to many influences, some parameters
are clearly definable, such as building partici-
pation across nations and regions, driving up
the level of competitive performance, and
developing IPC code compliant classification
systems (IPC, 2023b), in addition to meeting a
shared vision of “an inclusive world through
Para sport” (IPC, 2023a). Some ISFs have
embraced the opportunity to include athletes
with ID as a way of meeting these objectives;
the International Hockey Federation (FIH)
being one of a number of ISFs to enter into a
Memorandum of Understanding with Virtus to
promote their sport.

Building on a firm participation rate of
around 30 million players internationally, with
137 National Associations, the FIH is taking
steps to increase the breadth of inclusion in
the sport and develop pathways from grass-
roots to elite competition, including the
growth of field Para-hockey for players with ID
(FIH, 2019). Currently, there are 15 national
hockey Federations (11% of all national Federa-
tions), actively involved in the development of
Para-hockey, spread over four continents (Euro-
pean Hockey Federation; International Hockey
Federation (FIH), 2019) and there is evidence
that more countries are beginning to develop
ID Para-hockey. According to the Asian
Hockey Federation (AHF) and Oceanian
Hockey Federation (OHF), Afghanistan, Brunei,
Tonga, Vanuatu and Papua New Guinea are
now providing some ID Para-hockey activities
(Development & Education Manager at OHF,
personal communication; CEO at AHF, personal
communication). Para field hockey is not cur-
rently included in the Paralympic Games. Ice
sledge hockey is included in the Winter
Games, though limited to those with physical
impairment in the lower part of the body. The

SO showcases floor hockey, an adapted
format, similar to ice hockey, but on a court
the size of a basketball court. Crucially, in the
2023 Berlin SO World Games, field hockey was
introduced as a demonstration sport, involving
130 players. Within Virtus, field hockey remains
a demonstration sport, and is yet to be included
in any event schedule.

The question then arises as to how a disabil-
ity sport, such as hockey, can be supported to
access what has been described as a pyramid
of performance with a broad participation
base, and athlete pathways leading to ever
more elite and exclusive tiers (events); with
the pinnacle being inclusion in the Paralympic
Games (Lantz & Marcellini, 2020). The
embedded logic in this model being that
achieving the pinnacle influences participation,
and vice versa, growing the whole sport. One
way of supporting this development interna-
tionally is integrating the responsibility of dis-
ability sport provision into non-disability
sports organisations, which is the general direc-
tion of flow for most sports, including hockey.
However, as described by Kitchen et al (2019),
little is known about how this process works
and how effective it is. In their study of multiple
cases they identified successful capacity build-
ing strategies, including funding underpinned
by staff commitment, developing networks,
attracting volunteers and educating the work-
force. Nevertheless, they also found that pro-
gress can be undermined by a lack of
strategic planning involving relevant stake-
holders. Other helpful factors identified have
included a willingness to adapt to new situ-
ations, also influenced by the organisational
financial capacity (Casey et al., 2012), and the
ability to attach to high status organisation to
build integrative capacity (Kitchin & Crossin,
2018).

Another theme of this research has been to
understand not only what the important
elements of capacity are but how they can be
built (Kitchin et al., 2019). This has led to frame-
works such as the Theory Of Sports Policy
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Factors Leading To International Sporting
Success (SPLISS) model (De Bosscher, 2015),
identifying nine key pillars to success.
However, other researchers have pointed to
the complexity of these organisational con-
texts, and the need to consider nuances, such
as the type of disability, and the socio-cultural
contexts of nations (Patatas et al., 2021); not
to mention being critical of the current over-
reliance on theory transferred from able-
bodied contexts (Dehghansai et al., 2020). As
Marin-Urquiza et al. (2023) have recently
demonstrated in a study of the structure and
organisation of sport for people with ID across
Europe, existing configurations have grown
organically, are complex and influenced by
local agendas. Other researchers have honed
in on specific factors associated with develop-
ing sports, including how sports classification
systems can influence not only athlete path-
ways but investment in sports, prioritising per-
formance outcomes in terms of medals as
opposed to grass root development (Kitchin
et al., 2019; Patatas et al., 2020).

The development of ID Para-hockey is at the
start of this developmental journey and little is
known about stakeholder perspectives on the
challenges and opportunities that lie ahead.
Within the framework of capacity building it is
important at the outset to be able to identify
what capacities for development exist and
then to consider how these may be built
upon (Kitchen et al., 2019). A valuable starting
point is to gain the views of those already
experienced in the sport with the impairment
group (Ravensberger et al., 2016). Hence, the
research underpinning this paper was explora-
tory, using a qualitative, collaborative approach
with experienced stakeholders to refine the
focus of the required development and
research needed to advance ID Para-hockey.

The aims of this study were to identify, in the
context of the existing organisational interests,
i.e. the services offered by Virtus, the strategic
aims of FIH and the activities of those
delivering ID Para-hockey, the challenges and

opportunities to develop ID Para-hockey, and
to make recommendations about next steps.

Methodology

As there is no previous research in this specific
area this project can be considered exploratory
and so has adopted a constructivist ontology
and interpretivist epistemology. Solórzano and
Yosso (2002) explain that the gathering of
“lived experiences” complements social justice
research given the value it places on experien-
tial forms of knowledge (cited in Fletcher
et al., 2023, p. 5). Taken together, this approach
has drawn on the lived experiences and exper-
tise of various international stakeholders
involved in ID Para-hockey in order to identify
and explore the key challenges they face in
further developing and legitimising ID Para-
hockey.

Given that the focus of this study was on
both conceptualising and operationalising an
approach to ID para-hockey development, we
have adopted an organisational approach;
actively recruiting people involved in hockey
at national, international and continental
levels. There is a relatively small and highly
specialised community of people involved
within the area of ID Para-hockey and their
inclusion in competitions. As such the approach
to sampling adopted therefore, was purposive –
that is, actively seeking out people known to be
engaged in and advocating for, ID para-hockey
classification . Inclusion criteria required partici-
pants to either have knowledge about classifi-
cation research in ID sports and/or hold
responsibility for developing ID Para-hockey
to include more ID players through to elite
level. Once identified, potential participants
were contacted, either through gatekeepers
who already had a personal connection, or
directly by Author A through a combination of
email, LinkedIn and Twitter. Once connected,
stakeholder organisations were asked to facili-
tate introductions, via snowballing, to further
reach potential participants. We employed

4 S. VAN DE VORST ET AL.



these techniques for three reasons: firstly, to
empower our participants to shape the
research via the inclusion of those voices our
interviewees believed should be heard; sec-
ondly, to ensure the sample did not simply
reflect the research team’s existing professional
networks; and thirdly, given the lack of avail-
able data on Para-hockey development, snow-
ball sampling was key in enabling us to be
sure that we had gathered a meaningful
sample of voices.

Due to time pressures and busy schedules
not everyone who was approached was able
to participate in an interview. Over 20 potential
participants were contacted. Of these, 10
agreed to be interviewed. While relatively
small, our sample does include representation
from a range of stakeholder groups and geo-
graphic locations from within the ID para-
hockey community. Our sample included
researchers, development officers, CEOs and
coaches, with some participants holding more
than one role within their organisation. Testi-
monies from participants representing Pakistan,
New Zealand, the UK, Belgium, Portugal, Argen-
tina and Chile are referred to in this paper.
Given the geographic spread of participants,
interviews took place over Microsoft Teams
and Zoom. The choice of platform was
decided by the participants. As some individ-
uals are easily identifiable, to preserve anonym-
ity, reported individual characteristics have
been limited (see Table 1).

Ethics approval was provided by Leeds
Beckett University. Upon contact, all partici-
pants were provided with an information
sheet and consent form, which clarified that
their participation was voluntary, all responses
would remain anonymous and confidential,
and they had the right to withdraw, without
penalty, up until a stated date. They were also
invited to ask questions about the process.
Once recruited into the study an appointment
was made to participate in an interview
carried out virtually. The semi-structured inter-
view guide was developed to facilitate

exploration of the participants’ involvement in
ID Para-hockey, their knowledge and their
views in relation to the aims of the study. The
interview moved chronologically from ques-
tions about the participant’s views on the
current status of ID Para-hockey, aspirations
for future development, how eligibility is
managed, the need to develop a classification
process, and how this might be developed.
Questions were tailored to be relevant to the
specific role or organisation of the participants
and were semi-structured to allow deeper
exploration of important topics as they arose.
An opportunity was provided for all participants
to add any additional information they con-
sidered important.

A six-phase model of thematic analysis, as
described by Braun et al. (2016), was used to
analyse the data. All interviews were tran-
scribed and read through several times by
Author A. Initially, we were concerned with
identifying all interesting and potentially rel-
evant themes. Next, initial codes were gener-
ated through systematically coding the entire
dataset and subsequently organising codes
into themes. These were reviewed by all
authors to ensure they were a good reflection
of the larger dataset. Once all data were
coded the themes were revisited for coherency,
refined and operational definitions developed

Table 1. Study participants, organisations and country
of residence.

Interviewee Organisation
Country of
residence

Participant A Virtus UK
Participant B International Hockey

Federation
UK

Participant C European Hockey
Federation

UK

Participant D Oceanian Hockey
Federation

New Zealand

Participant E National Hockey
Federation

Belgium

Participant F National Hockey
Federation

Portugal

Participant G Asian Hockey Federation Pakistan
Participant H University Belgium
Participant I National Para Hockey Argentina
Participant J National Para Hockey Chile
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to describe each theme. In terms of quality
assurance attention was paid to the 15-point
checklist described in Braun et al. (2016).

This iterative coding process involved all
authors, each of whom possesses their own bio-
graphies, have different lived experiences and,
ultimately, have different relationships with
sport, para sport and ID hockey. The first
author identifies as a White, Belgian, non-dis-
abled, woman. She was asked by the FIH to
undertake this exploratory research. The
second author is a European, White non-dis-
abled woman, with research and practice
experience of classification and sport develop-
ment for athletes with ID. The third author
identifies as a White, British, non-disabled
man. He considers himself an academic activist,
who works closely with sports organisations on
their inclusivity and accessibility priorities.
Finally, the fourth author is a White, Belgian,
non-disabled female academic, with research
and practice experience of classification and
coaching for athletes with ID. It is important
to say that the FIH’s primary contribution to
this study was through referral. There was no
financial exchange and thus, the authors were
not influenced or constrained by any kind of
organisational imperative.

Findings

Three main themes encapsulated participant
responses: 1. the status of ID Para-hockey; 2. eli-
gibility and classification processes and 3. the
challenges for the future development of ID
Para-hockey. All participants contributed to
each theme. Quotations are used to illustrate
the content of the theme and attributed to
the participants shown in Table 1. Each of
these themes will now be explored in turn.

The status of ID Para-hockey

This theme concerns observations on the
current status of ID Para-hockey, within the
wider context of hockey internationally. It was

acknowledged that ID Para-hockey was at a
developmental, but growing stage, with four
nations involved in 2011 and 15 nations by
2020. It was also noted by two of the regional
representatives that some countries are
already providing opportunities that are yet
not officially recognised under the FIH. The
extent of these developments was considered
highly variable across nations. The Netherlands
was identified as possibly the most advanced
with Participant B referring to there being
500–600 players with ID already linked to local
hockey clubs.

Growth was identified by all as a need.
Examples were provided where growth was
already occurring. For example, according to
Participant F, while in 2018 Argentina had 12
girls with ID playing in Buenos Aires only, by
2022, this figure was closer to 200, and rep-
resented girls from across the country. The Por-
tuguese respondent gave a similar example:

There’s an association [ANDDI, which is the
National Sport Association for Intellectual Dis-
ability in Portugal] who organises sports for all
people with disabilities. […]. We have a part-
nership with ANDDI and then we work with
institutions. Now we have 28 institutions
playing Para-hockey and we have like 318
players. (Participant D)

In Oceania, developments had occurred in Aus-
tralia and New Zealand where hockey is a
popular sport, but the national association
was also successfully promoting Para hockey
to the smaller islands including Tonga,
Vanuatu and Papua New Guinea. According to
Participant D, the level of development of ID
Para-hockey differs substantially within
regions. They also noted that countries, while
largely aligned in their ambition to grow and
develop the sport, were often taking very
different approaches. For example, in countries
where field hockey was not such a nationally
recognised sport, such as Chile, Participant J
made the point that they were trying to
promote Para-hockey alongside the expansion
of field hockey, so the two are introduced
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simultaneously and one is not given impor-
tance over the other.

[…] last year [2019] I got into Para-hockey […]
with a couple of friends and people I know
from my club. […] every month, the national
federation makes this hockey festival, so
we’ve decided to include it [Para-hockey]
there to make it more visible. […] We hope
that with this massification [spreading of
field hockey in Chile], we could include Para-
hockey immediately, so it’s not something
that you add on later… and you start with
hockey and you have Para-hockey with it. Par-
allel, as important as hockey. (Participant J)

Some participants commented on the policy
context of the FIH and the IPC, pointing to a
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) being
held in which it is stated that all the impairment
groups should be involved in the development
of the sport. According to Participant A, for
example:

It’s part of the governance review of the IPC
that they are encouraging all international
sports federations to involve all different
impairment groups in sport. So, there is a
mandate from the IPC that everybody involved
should be doing it.

At the national level participants mentioned the
link between inclusion initiatives and funding,
as a way of trying to resource Para-hockey, for
example:

[…] there are some nations where their gov-
ernment and their funding agents have said:
“You need to be inclusive and you really do
need to have this as part of your official
agenda.” That has happened to a certain
extent in Holland and Belgium, in Germany,
in England, but on the whole, its volunteers
driving the growth of this. […] they [FIH]
have a duty to, in my opinion, they’re
obliged to, because every sport should be
inclusive, fully inclusive. (Participant B)

Participant B went on to say that, due to limit-
ations with resources, some national federa-
tions had taken the decision to focus on
money-generating events rather than expan-
sion per se. The availability of resources, both

financial and physical (e.g. equipment) was
cited by some respondents as limiting develop-
ment. According to Participant A:

The big challenge has been that international
federations, national federations, continental
federations are so busy focusing on major
events like the Pro League and the national
championships and the continental cham-
pionships and the income that that generates
and the wow factor that that generates. But to
get a slice of their time and their resources to
develop a new area when a lot of the nations
are not well resourced from a staffing level and
a finance level [is hard].

It was also reported that there had been a stra-
tegic decision made by the FIH to prioritise ID
opportunities as an area that represented
potential growth and that this was unlikely to
occur without focussed support. Participants
also cited the importance of nations collaborat-
ing to promote good practice to overcome
resource limitations and to engage enthusiastic
ambassadors.

We’re trying to get neighbouring countries to
work together […] It feels more like you’re
doing something inspirational together as
friends and partners, rather than the EHF
(European Hockey Federation) sending out
these documents saying; “have you done this
yet?”, putting ticks and numbers in against it.
So, it’s that philosophy to bring people
together, but you do need active people on
the ground that want to do it and those
people are unique and they’re individuals.
[…] And then the key thing for us or FIH is,
when we, when that person is highlighted or
is someone that you know has got the
energy to do it, is then… you throw your full
weight and support behind them. And
what’s crucial for us is not to miss the opportu-
nity [of a new country wanting to develop
Para-hockey]. (Participant C)

Oceania, South America and Europe were cited
as examples where this was already happening.
For example, in recent times four Continental
Development Officers, who liaised and shared
good practice, had been put in post. Twinning
developing countries with more developed
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countries was also suggested as a good way
forward.

We help every country. Like the twinning pro-
gramme, where countries who are more devel-
oped in Para-hockey help other countries […]
we are like Holland and Belgium, we are big
okay, but we need to get the others big as
well. (Participant F)

We usually bring in a Development Officer
from Australia and a Development Officer
from New Zealand. They share and lead dis-
cussions around best practice […] that might
be useful in the islands. That provides that
connection […] they then have a wider
network and we try to twin up Australia with
Papua New Guinea, Solomon and Vanuatu,
Hockey New Zealand with Tonga, Fiji and
Samoa. That’s a closer alignment for each to
work together and support the smaller ones.
(Participant D)

In summary, whilst Para-hockey is a developing
sport, it is growing and there is enthusiasm for
expansion, with ID Para-hockey being seen as a
priority. Whilst this growth is irregular, inter-
national collaboration, the engagement of
committed personnel and developing of the
supporting infra-structure are seen as key
factors for future success.

Eligibility and classification processes

This theme is concerned with the participants’
knowledge and views on the need for, and
potential development of, eligibility and
classification processes for ID Para-hockey.
The existence and role that Virtus plays in
establishing the eligibility of ID athletes is
known and accepted. Participants did not
raise any issues with using this system in
relation to the development of ID Para-
hockey, aside from the time and financial
cost of diagnostic assessments, but generally
saw it as a virtue that this process was
already established. However, to further
develop and legitimise ID Para-hockey, it was
recognised that there was a need to develop
a classification system.

[…] getting some of our nations to go through
national eligibility, which is the first step, but
we’ve got to get them through international eli-
gibility which is far more robust and expensive.
[…] any nation wanting to come to Amsterdam
[European Championship] next year and aspire
to be in the Championship pool, all have to
have done their international eligibility. […]
our European Championship will be more
recognised by Virtus then as a properly robust
run Championship, rather than a type of festi-
val, you know. (Participant B)

[…] eligibility is one element and for Virtus
competitions, for sports that are only on the
Virtus programme that is enough, just to
prove that the athlete has an intellectual
impairment, but for IPC competitions that’s
not enough [as there also has to be a classifi-
cation system in place]. (Participant H)

The need for, and purpose of, a classification
system was recognised by the participants,
however, the level of understanding of what
this would entail for ID Para-hockey varied con-
siderably, depending upon the role of the par-
ticipants. Those involved in research around
classification clearly understood the steps
involved, but this knowledge was not held by
all those developing the sport at grassroots
level. Participants involved in classification
research made reference to Van Biesen et al.
(2020) in terms of the five-step model of devel-
oping classification and the conceptual
approach taken for II athletes. Those partici-
pants who had a good operational understand-
ing of classification recognised the need to start
to identify the cognitive components of playing
ID Para-hockey. One participant described the
layers of complexity for this as a team sport
and provided the illustrative model in Figure 1:

If you think of it as three different tiers, so you
have individual technical skills, individual tacti-
cal skills and then team tactics. You can’t do
team tactics unless you know individual tactics
and you can’t do individual tactics unless you
can do the technical skills. (Participant C)

This participant also noted that unlike the
sports where II classification is already being
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used (table tennis, swimming and athletics),
within ID Para-hockey this is a team sport
where not all the players require the same
skills. For example, the goalkeeper requires
specific skills which they summarised in
Figure 2.

One participant (A) went beyond some of
the research challenges of developing a classifi-
cation system and mentioned the need for the
translation of the system into operation and
some of the wider challenges this brings in
terms of, for example, training coaches and
classifiers:

And I suppose that one of the other criteria the
IPC look at is the qualification training of the
classifiers. How is the system going to
operate? So, it’s not just, is it a good system?

In summary, it seems that, among these respon-
dents, there is an accepted system in place to
establish eligibility through Virtus, which also
provides additional competition opportunities
outside of the IFH structures. However, for

progression through to a potential Paralympic
pathway, a system of classification needs to
be developed which is consistent with the
accepted II classification conceptual model
(Van Biesen et al., 2020). To do this research
needs to take place related to the cognitive
skills implicated in playing ID Para-hockey,
which as a team sport and with different roles
in the team, present some specific challenges
not yet addressed in II classification.

Challenges and the future development
of ID Para-hockey

All the participants had similar views about the
challenges facing the development of ID Para-
hockey. However, depending upon their role
and organisational position the trajectory of
development was seen differently.

As the data were collected during the early
period of the COVID-19 pandemic all partici-
pants commented on the effect this had had
on the competition schedule, and how it had

Figure 1. Three types of skills which may determine performance in ID Para-hockey.
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slowed development and expansion. For Par-
ticipant B:

Covid-19 obviously has had a big impact on all
of us. Unfortunately, this year, whilst we’ve
done reports and we’ve done Skypes and
Zooms, but on the ground, work has been
extremely difficult for every nation. […] We
were hoping to be there by 2022 [with 14
additional nations playing Para-Hockey (ID)],
but obviously we’ve lost a year… obviously
it’s [development work] all on the back
burner. We’ve lost a full year really.

The onset of COVID-19 forced all competition/
training for para-hockey and many other
sports to be suspended indefinitely. As a
result, according to Participant A, far fewer ath-
letes were applying for (inter)national eligibility:

It’s probably because there is no competition
going on at the moment. So, because there’s
a cost to get everybody through the process
people are not going to invest in that
unless there are competitions for people to
be in.

Some participants expressed particular con-
cerns and reported additional restrictions in
place because of the potential physical vulner-
ability of people with ID and that many lived
in communal facilities where the risk of introdu-
cing infection was high:

Because of this, the pandemic you know, I’m
worried. Most of my players are in institutions
… and some of the cases we have are in that
kind of institution. For now, we don’t have
any problems for people with disabilities, but
some of the institutions have older people
and disabled people. They are almost in the
same house, the same building. So, I’m a
little bit concerned about that. (Participant F)

Outside of the pandemic the challenge of
funding and resources was raised by a
number of participants. This concerned both
the financial resources to fund development
and those required to complete Virtus eligi-
bility. According to Participant A:

[…] it [eligibility] can be quite an expensive
and notorious process to get all the evidence
required for the international eligibility,
which stops people more at a national level
from competing, right?…We’ve done this on
a shoe string, getting a little bit of money
here and a little bit of money there, but
there has to be some investment in it.

Participants shared a range of stories pertaining
to simply sustaining a basic level of ID Para-
hockey provision. In the context of Portugal,
for instance, Participant F told of how govern-
ment funding for ID Para-hockey had been
completely removed:

[…] the big problem for all the hockey in Por-
tugal, is money, is sponsors, you know. We
want to do more, but we can’t because we
don’t have money. Last year they [the govern-
ment] just, they took out all the money for
Para-hockey.

Participant F went on to suggest that funding
was removed because people in government
didn’t understand ID Para-hockey; “it’s not a
normal competition” (emphasis in original).
With these challenges in mind, Participant B
argued that the eligibility process needed to
be more inclusive, “so that it is deliverable glob-
ally” rather than privileging “the lucky, wealthy
nations”.

Participants also referred to the lack of basic
materials and equipment needed to play the

Figure 2. Identification of goalkeeper specific skills which may determine performance in ID Para-hockey.
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sport, but a few participants cited innovative
ways to manage this. For example, in Oceania
the development of a “Champions give back”
programme where established teams and
players donated unrequired equipment, often
given by sponsors. In this region they also devel-
oped cheaper plastic sticks and balls, which were
safer and more encouraging for new players,
although they also cited the problems and costs
of distributing these resources. In addition to
the lack of financial resources, many participants
referred to the lack of time and human resources
to properly implement ID Para-hockey. Currently,
participants referred to relying heavily on a small
group of dedicated volunteers:

You have to find someone, if the Federations
won’t do it, you have to find someone, and
quite often it’s a dedicated parent of a child.
[…] You have to find someone who’ll say: “I
don’t accept that, I’m gonna start it up!”. (Par-
ticipant B)

Para-hockey I’m doing for free. […] I’m so pas-
sionate about that […]. (Participant F)

Explicitly, in terms of eligibility and classifi-
cation the lack of expertise was also mentioned.

Expertise – you know there are a few people
spread very thinly around this [eligibility and
classification process]. Resources in terms of
actually getting funding – we’ve done this
on a shoe string, getting a little bit of money
here and there, but in the future there has to
be some investment in it. (Participant A)

Cultural attitudes towards disabilities and ID
especially, were also mentioned by some par-
ticipants as having a major effect on the devel-
opment of ID Para-hockey, with some national
contexts being described as needing to be
more open and accepting of ID athletes:

They don’t believe they [athletes with an ID]
could do this. (Participant I)

I think we have to convince people. Here it’s
… any disability it’s not easy to deal with.
The country is just starting to change in
terms of that.… . We need a mentality
change. (Participant J)

Another participant who was working across
Asia recognised that in terms of the priority of
need for people with ID, sports inclusion is
less of a priority when poverty leads to basic
needs such as food and housing not being met:

The priority in our nations and some of the
developing nations and nations from third
world are poverty. If the people can have at
least two meals a day or if they have a
shelter to live or not. (Participant G)

Participants also recognised some of the prag-
matic challenges to Paralympic inclusion as an
ultimate goal, including the need to grow ID
Para-hockey participation at grassroots level
to elite competition.

To be taken seriously by the IPC and by Special
Olympics really, in terms of full status sport,
we’ve got to have 24 nations active across a
minimum of 3 continents. (Participant B)

Specifically, in terms of Paralympic inclusion
there was recognition that there are already
pressures and constraints on the existing pro-
gramme, in terms of space and resources to
accommodate all sports, impairment and
classification groups vying for inclusion, and
there is resistance to adding to this, especially
the addition of a team sport:

[…] I think themost important reason is just the
total number of athletes in the Games that is
already, let’s say over the limit of what is accep-
table for making the organisation possible. […]
Yeah, and then indeed a team sport is always,
maybe a bit more difficult than another sport,
because when you put a new team sport on
the programme, that means that you are
putting like a large number of athletes on the
programme. […] That’s a bit the disadvantage
of bringing in a team sport. (Participant H)

With these challenges articulated, participants
were asked about their views on the future of
ID Para-hockey.

The future development of ID Para-hockey
All participants were clear that two things
needed to occur. Firstly, the sport needed to
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grow and would need help from a range of sta-
keholders to do so. Secondly, the ID Para-
hockey community needed to collaborate by
sharing good practice. In terms of growth,
some participants had developed specific strat-
egies targeting geographical locations and
organisations where hockey is already well
established:

[…] by growing the number of nations and
staging more successful Para-hockey events
we hope to inspire more nations to start
Para-hockey ID. […] Asia in particular is key
to our growth strategy as hockey is such a
major sport across Asia. So, we need to work
closely with Asian Hockey Federation and
form strong partnerships to encourage
growth. (Participants B)

Other strategies included developing the infra-
structure within countries; most commonly,
providing tiered competition opportunities
and developing ownership to support this
growth internally:

What’s really important for them [nations] to
focus on now is the growth within their own
countries and having their own systems and
leagues and matches and clubs. That’s the fun-
damental number one thing. […] We say our
objective is to grow more people playing
Para-hockey…within nations at every level.
(Participant C)

So, I think that the important thing we need to
do… Have ownership, strong ownership
[as the AHF], then it’s more predictable
where we are heading to at this moment.
(Participant G)

As a way of achieving these outcomes, partici-
pants mentioned different ways and forms of
sharing good practice. As we have stressed
already, the respective levels of development
of ID sports and ID Para-hockey specifically
vary considerably from context to context. In
acknowledging that not all nations are starting
from the same place, nor have comparable
resources, infrastructure or expertise, the
importance of sharing and collaborating
cannot be overstated:

I think initially it’s sharing of what has worked
[…] so that we’re not reinventing the wheel or
making the same errors, it allows us to know
what could be the barriers, but also, you
know, sort of fast track us on what works
really well. (Participant D)

There was also recognition that in moving
things forward in terms of developing classifi-
cation there needs to be collaboration
between FIH and the researchers involved in
developing II classification.

In summary, most participants spoke with
quiet optimism about the future of Para-
hockey, but were cognisant of the identified
barriers. Some participants preferred to focus
on the short-term barriers, principally COVID-
19 and its impacts. Others reflected on the
long-term project ahead. With greater recog-
nition of the steps and complexity involved in
developing ID Para-hockey and developing a
classification system has come a greater
appreciation of the longer timescales and
resources required:

Exciting, a challenge, but exciting. If we do get
rid of Covid then there’s no reason why we
can’t push on and become a stronger part of
the hockey family. (Participant B)

We are doing very patient, good work, you
know. So, yeah, I think we gonna see more
teams in the Europeans for the next year or
next years, for sure. (Participant F)

Discussion

This is the first study directly addressing the
development of ID Para-hockey and the
findings affirm that there are ambitions and
strategies in place to grow Para-hockey and to
include athletes with ID in that development.
Some nations, which already have field
hockey as an established sport, are now
adding ID Para-hockey initiatives to their exist-
ing programmes. Other nations, where field
hockey is not already established, are endea-
vouring to grow ID Para-hockey in unison
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with the development of mainstream hockey
and Para-hockey for other impairment groups.
Such initiatives cover the spectrum from grass-
roots, recreational play, to elite competition,
with the pinnacle aspiration being Paralympic
inclusion.

In terms of identifying organisational
capacities which have been shown to aid the
development of Para sport it is useful to refer-
ence the nine pillars in the SPLISS framework
(De Bosscher, 2015; Dowling et al., 2018). Pillar
one refers to financial support which was ident-
ified as a need in this research, and that not
being a Para sport reduced access to funding,
whilst perhaps paradoxically increased the
desire to achieve this status to access resour-
cing. As both Wong (2013) and Darcy (2018)
identify, team sports are additionally expensive
and this impacts more on financially poorer,
often less-developed nations (cited in Dowse
& Fletcher, 2018; Richardson & Fletcher, 2022).
In this study some of the nations involved in
grassroot development have lower GDPs,
some do not have hockey as non-para sport
established, and even some of the richer
nations find funding limited, suggesting
that financial support for ID Para-hockey is a
significant challenge. Pillar two refers to an
integrated approach to policy development
and it is a strength that the FIH are explicitly
targeting ID Para-hockey as a growth area,
and are working with both Virtus and the
SO to promote participation. However, as
Kitchin et al. (2019) point out, without the
translation of strategy into planned
implementation, sustained development can
be compromised.

Pillar three, foundation and participation, is
perhaps the biggest current strength in ID
Para-hockey as a number of factors previously
identified as leading to success exist here. This
includes a body of committed volunteers,
active participation by athletes, networking
and a commitment to share good practice
(McLean et al., 2021). What was clear in this
research, further reflected the findings of

Marin-Urquiza et al. (2023), that these
“bottom-up” developments, and the ensuing
networks, were quite specific to the national
contexts; requiring any strategic developments
to be cognisant of this (Patatas et al., 2021).
Pillars four to seven, namely talent identifi-
cation, athlete career and post-career support,
coaching provision and coach development
were not strongly represented in the themes,
perhaps as developmentally these issues are
beyond current development.

Pillars eight, (inter)national competition, and
nine, scientific research, were issues which sur-
faced in the findings. There was an understand-
ing that to promote national and international
competition within Virtus there was a need to
establish the eligibility of the athletes to
compete in the ID category as the first stage
of sports classification, but finding the necess-
ary financial resources was seen as challenging.
However, this is not unique to Para-hockey, or
indeed ID sport, and other researchers have
identified the classification process as a con-
straint (Dehghansai et al., 2020). Research was
identified as a necessary step, specifically in
relation to developing the full classification
system. However, the comments made by the
participants demonstrated the rich depth of
knowledge which is required to develop a
classification for this impairment group exists
(Van Biesen et al. 2020).

There are some limitations to this research,
specifically the small number of participants
and a likelihood of positive response bias in
terms of those who chose to participate.
However, the participants do present a compre-
hensive range of perspectives, organisationally,
functionally and geographically. Those who
participated were unanimously committed to
increasing the inclusion of ID players in Para-
hockey, but as experts in their field they were
not naïve to the challenges and obstacles in
the way, and all had direct experience of
working in the area. As such a number of con-
clusions can be reached from the interviews
carried out in this study:
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1. There is a commitment to grow Para-hockey
for players with ID, and there is ongoing
work across the world to accomplish this
aim;

2. This development is supported by the FIH
who see it as a priority;

3. There is a recognised resource requirement
to accomplish this aim, a lack of funding is
being supplemented through sharing good
practice and the will and commitment of
dedicated individual volunteers.

4. Paralympic inclusion has many challenges and
is unlikely in the near future, but to open the
potential of this pathway a classification
system should be developed for ID Para-
hockey and endorsed by the FIH. However,
this should not constrain national develop-
ments, where such a system is not required.

Conclusion

To further develop ID Para-hockey a number of
recommendations can be made from this initial
study. This study demonstrated a mixed picture
in terms of knowledge and development geo-
graphically and across stakeholders. It has
been evidenced by the previous research that
successful progress results when there is a stra-
tegic plan with steps to implementation, and
positive collaborations between stakeholders
(Dehghansai et al., 2020). Hence, it is rec-
ommended that a collaboration plan is devel-
oped by FIH, to (a) ensure key stakeholders
are aware of FIH’s commitment to this endea-
vour; (b) link with other stakeholders who
have an interest in developing ID sport; (c)
share good practice from ongoing projects,
and learn about good practice in other sports,
(d) identify a series of steps to progress a devel-
opmental plan. Moreover, as researchers com-
mitted to social justice and voice, we would
advocate for the involvement of ID Para-ath-
letes (from within and beyond hockey)
throughout this development.

A positive start has been made in this direc-
tion by the publication of “Hockey4All:

Roadmap for Para-hockey (ID)” by the EHF
(2019), which demonstrates a strategic commit-
ment in this area. We also see evidence for the
need to audit current ID Para-hockey activity
internationally so active nations, clubs and
groups can be mapped and a network for com-
munication established. Not only will this aid
communication, but it will benchmark progress
and provide data for funding applications. To
increase inclusion, there is a need to further
promote ID Para-hockey within both the
Special Olympics and Virtus. This in turn will
promote the use of the Virtus eligibility
system to register ID Para-hockey players both
at national and international levels, and
increase competition opportunities. Finally,
this research has identified the need to estab-
lish links with classification researchers, which
could be accomplished by working with the
Virtus Academy (https://thevirtusacademy.
com/) to develop a strategy about resourcing
and establishing collaborative partnerships to
develop an ID-Para-hockey classification
system.
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