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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT
Over the past 30 years, dual career (DC) has become a visible topic in the
European athletic career research which has looked to understand how DC
pathways and athletes’ envisaged future are constructed and embedded in
a more complex life spectrum. In this regard much valuable work has been
done under the umbrella of the Eurasmus+ Programme and the European Commission to promote DC for young talented and elite athletes. The
concept of athletes’ DC has been evoked to compensate in what has been
lost in the pursuit of high performance at the expense of the wider personal development and post sport career realisation. Despite the growing
research and policy interest in elite athletes’ DC, however, there is paucity
in understanding the experiencing of DC among athletes with disabilities,
who are often put in unfavourable conditions even more than their bodyabled counterparts. The type and the stage in their life cycle when they
got their disability has a direct link with their athletic career decisions, experiences and trajectory, the opportunity to get quality education and/or
vocational qualification as well as their access to the labour market. This
circumstance objectively shapes their further DC pathway. Furthermore,
very often athletes with disabilities are reported to be in a disadvantaged
position compared to other people in the labour market. Employers may
perceive it as difficult to adapt to the changing employment needs that
such athletes have at different stages of their careers.
The PARAdig project is in response to the call to support athletes with
disabilities to develop entrepreneurship knowledge, skills and behaviour
as part of a wider employability strategy. The project aims to explore the
development and management of young and elite para athletes’ DC and to
create an online learning platform designed to deliver training in entrepreneurship as a form of DC assistance. By building a transnational partnership comprised of nine partners from seven countries (Bulgaria, Croatia,
Greece, Ireland, Italy, Serbia, and Sweden), plus the European Paralympic
Committee, the project primarily aims to create, develop and implement
a tailor-made Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) for young talented and
elite athletes with disabilities. The platform to be known as “Basic Business
Knowledge and Entrepreneurship Programming with Strategically Information
for EU Athletes with Disabilities”.
While considerable research and applied work have been done on DC in
combining sport and educational pursuits, less is known about themes covering the second strand, i.e. DC in sport and occupation. There are also persistent requirements from various industry employers to develop broader
entrepreneurial orientation skills such as innovation, creativity, proactiveness and autonomy as many sectors are in a process of restructuring in
response to significant macro trends including technology and socio-economic changes. Any DC assistance delivery should aim at supporting para
athletes in developing knowledge, skills and behaviours that will improve
not only their capability of securing appropriate employment, but to also
help develop in them the capability to manage their career progress and
adaptability within the labour market.
In recent years, research has asserted the need for a culturally-specific approach in career research and practice. In other words, if we believe that
para athletes’ DCs are contingent on a range of factors then an effort to
understand at least the key factors is needed. Therefore, DC research and

support practices should focus not only on para athletes’ perceptions, but
also on the country-specific socio-cultural, policy, educational and sporting
environments that shape DC. What follows is that para athletes’ DCs are
materialised through complex processes where personal experiences, attributes, resources and coping strategies interact in a mutually reinforcing
way with different and multilayered environments that facilitate or hamper
DC development
DC arrangements are relatively new in the majority of EU member states
and the sport sector in particular. In different countires DC policies have
been developed at different level, with some countries demonstrating good
progress, while other still lacking solid partnerships between the sport system and the educational sector and/or the labour market. In some of the
national policies the DC is still missing an legislative framework or a sustainable policy backing, which requires a more systematic approach based
on well integrated financial, institutional and normative arrangements.
DC of athletes now also features on the agenda of EU sports programmes,
based on the EU Guidelines and numerous programmes implemented at
the government and sport federation levels within member states.
In this sense, elite athletes’ DC has received political legitimacy from the
European Union in the form of the strategic document EU Guidelines on
Dual Career of Athletes (EC, 2012), which demonstrates the supportive institutional approach of the EU in relation to sportpersons’ DC, especially the need of concerted efforts on the protection of their basic right for
equal access to quality education. The mapping review of existing global,
EU and national conventions, policies, strategies and programmes allows
identifying a number of key lessons with implicitly or explicitly relevance
for athletes with disabilities’ DC.

AIMS AND METHODOLOGY
The primary objectives of the study were:

—

1.

To gain insight in both active and retired para athletes’ personal experiences of DC. As a context which is under-researched, this study
intended to bring new country-specific knowledge of para athletes’
DC pathways from the seven partner countries.

2.

To unpack the broader context in which para athletes’ DCs take place:
a review of existing DC support structural arrangements, legislative
provisions, policies and practices in both education and sport systems
in the seven countires concerning para athletes’ DC.

3.

To examine the role of key stakeholders involved in policy making and
delivering DC support services in the seven countries.

Building on the conceptual framework the overall research consists of two
main parts:
1.

Policy context analysis aimed to examine the broader legislative, policy and structural environment within the seven partner countries in
which para athletes’ DCs take place; and

2.

Empirical field surveys with 181 active para athletes; 30 retired from
sport athletes; and representatives of 48 sport organisations developing parasports across the seven countries.

Input from key stakeholders involved in policy making and delivering DC
support service has also been sought in order to draw meaningful and
working suggestions for improving para athletes’ DC assistance efforts.

N AT I O N A L P O L I C Y C O N T E X T A N A LY S I S
Drawing on the understanding that athletes’ DCs develop within complex
and multilayered environments and processes, part three provides a de-

—
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scription of the broader country-specific policy, legislative and structural
context in each of the seven countries. The information subject to analysis
was both general statistical data available and qualitative descriptions of
legislative and policy documents, as well as para athletes support strategies
and practices adopted in each partner country. Such accounts were critical
to capturing detail in respect of how the policy context operated and was
evaluated. The findings of the study also substantiate the variability of response in different national policy systems.

KEY FINDINGS
Building on the received answers from the survey questionnaires and the
descriptive analysis of the results as well as the policies that have been implemented or are still under development in each of the studied countries,
a few interesting patterns emerge.
The theme of para athletes’ DC represents a combination of internal and
external goals, which all stakeholders face. This implies that para athletes’
DC needs to be located in the wider social, political, economic, regulative,
normative and cultural-cognitive milieu, and cannot be considered only
from the point of view of a single agency. It is context-specific and requires
transcending institutional and structural barriers in order to enable various service providers to achieve a synergy between their agendas and resources. The consequences produced by one policy are increasingly likely
to interfere with the working of other policies. The availability of athletes’
DC policy and assistance programmes by national sports governing bodies
is increasingly seen as part of their social responsibility and an indicator
of good governance. The delivery of DC programmes is no longer tied to
a few earmarked sources. Instead, sport organisations are expected to be
able to tap into a variety of resource opportunities linked to those wider
objectives. Attention needs to be paid to the issue of consistency and the
fit between stakeholders’ internal and external goals, and their impact on
delivering a sustainable DC development for athletes’ sake.
The policy milieu and resource allocation concerning the implementation
of more sophisticated and structured measures contributing towards para
athletes’ DC are discernible in Sweden, Ireland and Italy. This can be partly
attributed to the resource availability in terms of dedicated staff and funding coupled with a proactive approach by the established NOCs and/or
Paralympic associations dealing with parasport in these countries. In the
rest of the countries under scrutiny (Bulgaria, Greece, Croatia and Serbia)
it can be described as laisser faire. This approach is characterised with no
formal structures in place and any arrangements almost entirely depend
on informal relations and personal efforts on the part of the athlete or few
dedicated persons. In other words, the fate of para athletes is exclusively
in their own hands and there is very limited formal commitment by public
authorities, educational establishments (with a notable exception of some
universities), vocational training providers, and employers in assisting para
athletes’ DC.
What is also evident by the country reports is that in general the para athletes research conducted in all partner countries to date has been scarce at
best, not well contextualized and ‘delayed’ compared to existing legislative
provisions and practice. Any focused research on athletes with disablities’
dual career is virtually missing. It also appears that other sources of influence that have recently triggered the attention of policymakers are the EU
Guidelines and the experience of some European countries in supporting
athletes’ DC. This trend is also a testimony of transnational policy transfer and learning, which partly explains the highly prescriptive/normative
character of the most of findings/recommendations in various reports and
policy interventions.
Both active and retired para athletes considered DC to be achievable, but
several challenges of resource and structural nature were also identified.
Reasonably, the para athletes’ DCs will follow different pathways not only
if compared to body-abled athletes, but also across the community of para
athletes themselves. However, the importance of personal effort for man-

aging successful DC and not giving up despite some unfavorable conditions was also made prominent.
Although the partner countries studied have enforced a set of special
legislation and targeted measures dealing with protection of the rights of
people with disablilities and ensuring equal support and opportunities, the
issue of para athletes’ DC does not yet enjoy the same level of adequate
policy and institutional backing.
Elsewhere, para athletes’ DCs are shaped by the dynamic interplay between personal attributes, attitudes, experiences, specificity of disability,
cognitive resources, and adjusting strategies and a variety of multilevel institutional/contextual environments and processes (e.g. stakeholders’ perceprtions about disability, classification system, education and coaching
provision underpinned by disability-specific knowledge) that facilitate or
impede DC development.

—

In general terms, the policies in the seven countries take a universal design
approach to services and programmes offered to athletes, with support being targeted to body-abled athletes and athletes with a disability alike. This
means that the elite performers are treated equally in terms of adopted
legislative provisions permitting medalists from world class sport competitions to enjoy an easy university admission or to be awarded special performance bonuces or other rewards, such as ‘sport pension’ for life.
As the country reports and field surveys demonstrate, the sport system,
represented by Paralympic associations and national sport federations with
a focus on the development of parasports, remains the key source with
regard to providing some support services to para athletes’ DC. Nevertheless, those efforts are undertaken mostly on an ad hoc basis and still lacking a well-structured, strategic and sustainable approach. Universities in
particular seem to be the main partners, especially in the delivery of study
programmes, career guidance or further vocational training to aid athletes’
life prospects.
The financial security (i.e. para athletes having to negotiate or earn financial
support for their private life) remains the biggest challenge, while counting
on their families’ support, maintaining relationships with sport and nonsport peers, coaches, sport administrators or employers as well as developing personal skills and competencies for employability and coping with DC
demands are key contextual and psychosocial factors.
As seen from the field data, a large part of respondents is still in a situation
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of studying or working. The combination of sport and other career pursuits
appears to be a challenge, even though they are finding their own ways to
balance it. Most of the para athletes need additional support measures in
order to succeed in their personal and professional development and this
has to be somehow connected to the sport sector, as many of them would
like to continue get involved in sport in the future. The participants also
appreciate the opportunity to join programmes focused on developing entrepreneurial skills, knowledge and behaviours.
As evident from the results, a large part of both current and retired para
athletes intends to find a post-sport realisation or are already involved
in a range of business and social areas within the private, sport and civic
sectors. This partly implies a potentially higher propensity towards competition and entreprenership values and behaviour, which substantiates
the need of delivering business entrepreneuship training. The findings also
indicate that para athletes do have discretion how to handle career issues,

despite the impact of environmental and organisational factors, but their
discretion is shaped by their attitudes toward DC or entrepreneural orientation rather than their demographic characteristics.
It should be noted that most of the issues covered and analysed by this
report are currently being discussed and the outcomes of these discussions
should be closely monitored in light of the findings of this report.

P O L I C Y R E C O M M E N D AT I O N S
At this stage, the study has identified 7 potential policy recommendations
to feed into two directions. First, the development of other project-related intellectual outputs. Second, to serve as a starting point of nationally-meaningful and European-wide guidelines on strategising, delivery and
embedding well-structured and resource supplied measures aimed at supporting the dual career of young talented and elite para athletes:
1.

Campaigning para athletes’ DC is an option for educational authorities, sport organisations, employment sectors and the responsible
public sport agencies to raise awareness for the critical importance
and better understanding of the nature, challenges and positive effects
of facilitating employability and DC for young and elite athletes resulting in a new culture and a holistic policy approach. Mutual learning
and positive good practice examples seem to be more relevant than

assumed.
2.

Establishing collaborative partherships with other important stakeholders from the public, business and non-governmental sectors is a
necessary condition for creating and implementation of DC-related
policies and programmes thus ensuring continuity and sustainability
of visions, priorities, resources and actions, as well as reflexivity on
para athletes’ needs and real life situations. Within the Paralympic organisations an open dialogue and a task force expert group comprising representatives of the parasport community, educational sector,
public institutions, employer associations, career experts, academics,
former para athletes and parents could be a relevant mechanism.

3.

Forging national and international networks among Paralympic associations (sport) employers’ agencies, academia and NGOs focused
on providing training programmes to exchange knowledge, resources,
disseminate good practice and explore innovative approaches to developing employability and entrepreneurship in athletes, who wish to
participate in.

4.

Developing strategies for co-operation with key bodies, cross disciplinary communities (e.g. career development professionals/ entrepreneurship educators) and associations which are involved in entrepreneurship and workforce policy formulation.

5.

The evolution of DC assistance practices in the partner countries
seems to be driven not only by external influences. The ability to implement DC support activities is also heavily dependent on organisational capacity. Those parasport and other sport governing bodies
that hold a satisfactory level of resources in terms of skills, money,
structures, processes, networks and devoted staff (e.g. Ireland, Italy
and Sweden) are generally better equipped in view of providing a satisfying DC support to both promising and elite level para athletes than
those who suffer from scarcity in varying proportions (e.g. Bulgaria,
Croatia, Greece, Serbia). On the one hand, shortcomings can be explained with internal problems including unintended neglection of DC
demands, understaffing as well as insufficient funding, the right networks and delivery skills to effectively deal with athletes’ DC. It concerns the need of strategic vision and particular culture of investing in
sustainable DC support systems based on an idiosyncratic approach
and multilayered partnerships. Depending on the Paralympic bodies’
capacity needs in each country, such policies could focus on providing
targeted financial support to smaller associations, distributing educational toolkits for career planning, offering one-on-one advice, stimulating the exchange of relevant practices and organising specialised
workshops. On the other hand, parasport organisations may require
specific guidance and explanations with regard to the delivery of formal minimum requirements. Specific DC policies and support services
to para athletes therefore need to make sure that the deliverers have a
clear understanding of how to provide them on the ground.

6.

It is important that the parasport governing bodies are involved in discussions on appropriate elements of a set of well-structured and sufficiently resourced DC support mechanisms. The implementation of DC
policy relies to a large extent on the Paralympic associations’ support
for the very culture and attitude towards their athletes’ holistic development and requirements, including the access to specific assistance
opportunities, quality education, enhanced employability and the development of transferable lifelong skills.

7.

Building on the transferable ‘soft’ skills and qualities acquired and/or
developed through their athletic career, para athletes’ entrepreneurial
intensions and orientations, attitudes towards career development,
professional identity, formal/informal education, career path preferences and critical experiences, the stakeholders and service deliverers
ought to focus on developing lifelong learning skills enabling the athletes react and adjust to the changing demands of the labour market.
Along with the focus on entrepreneurship other relevant lifelong competencies and attributes can also be developed.

—
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T H E PA R A D I G P ROJ EC T D E S C R I P T I O N

During the last ten years, much valuable work has been done under the
umbrella of the Eurasmus+ Programme and the European Commission to
promote dual career (DC) for young talented and elite athletes. The concept of DC reflects the challenge to combine the duality of developing
one’s sport skills and potential with continuous education and/or work. The
rounds and pressures of competitions, overseas tournaments and regular
training can be overwhelming, leading athletes themselves, their closest
social circle and sport organisations to sometimes neglect their education
and other skillsets and qualifications. The strenuous efforts of the EC have
done much to rebalance this tendency, by putting more emphasis on the
prospects of the athletes when they retire from sport.
While all EC documents and implemented projects note that inclusion of
athletes with disabilities is expected within the context of policy that promotes access to sport for all at all levels, there are still various kinds of barriers in achieving this aim. Notably, the socio-economic burdens put on the
families of athletes with disabilities. The obvious showcase for those who
have broken through such barriers is the Paralympic Movement.
For years, it has been a challenge for athletes in EU Member States to combine their sporting commitments with the need to receive an adequate
education with a view to a smooth transition after the end of their sporting careers and their subsequent employment. With the growing focus on
the inclusion of people with disabilities in sport (originally inspired by the
Paralympic Games) and improvements in the accessibility and design of
sports facilities, an increasing number of people with disabilities are playing
sports and becoming professional athletes. These athletes face the same
problem with the schedule of their sport commitments, but have several
additional obstacles to deal with in both the training process and in the
process of preparation for employment.

G O A L S A N D I N N O VAT I V E D I M E N S I O N S O F T H E PA R ADIG PROJECT
The PARAdig: Dual-Track Careers for Para athletes project focuses on the
process from the beginning to the end of the career by tracking prospective
athletes with disabilities to identify stakeholders who first notice their potential, those who work on building and developing skills, those who guide
athletes to local training centers, as well as the processes after the end of
their sporting career, including life adaptation and entering into the labour
market.
Balancing a dual career and improving para athletes chances of employability are two perennial problems. In this sense, the PARAdig project is in a response to the call to support athletes with disabilities to develop entrepreneurship knowledge, skills and behaviour as part of a wider employability
strategy. The project aims to explore the development and management of
young and elite para athletes’ DC and to create an online learning platform
designed to deliver training in entrepreneurship as a form of DC assistance.
The PARAdig project contains several innovative aspects in a strive to solve
these problems.
The first innovative feature is developing a comprehensive curriculum

consisting of a set of modules custom-tailored (including both formal and
non-formal learning techniques) to target active para athletes and provide
them with knowledge and skills that would enhance their employability capacity when their sporting career is over. More specifically, the project will
develop study programme in entrepreneurship as a form of self-employment, which will include various stages, starting with:
1.

discovering the athlete's own interests / desires and transforming
them into

2.

business idea;

3.

establishing a company;

4.

providing funding and presenting the idea - e.g. how to use their disability as an asset; 5) motivation; and

5.

leadership.

The second innovative feature is developing a virtual learning environment
(VLE) as an online hosting platform for the modules within the curriculum.
It combines study modules with resources designed to help the athlete
with disability navigate his/her registration and administrative requirements, known tax breaks and any special allowances/policies for entrepreneurs with disability. The modules are designed to prepare the employment
candidate for their interviews with commercial companies so they to be
able to reflect in an informed way about business, and feel more confident
in doing so; the programmed learning is equally useful for the young person
who has an idea for a business and will obtain an instant understanding of
the business environment, from regulations to investor typologies and their
attendant risks for new entrepreneurs.
The third innovative feature is the interactivity and knowledge transfer,
meaning that all of the participants will not only communicate face-toface, but they will also be enabled to enhance their communication online
both in the direction of course instructor – para athlete, course instructor
– course instructor, as well as among athletes themselves in the virtual
learning classrooms.
The fourth innovative feature is the partnership composition, aiming to create a transnational network which combines different profiles so as to join
forces for a common objective.
The fifth innovative feature is the replicability of the educational delivery
scheme through the virtual learning environment on a larger international
scale.

—

Through these five innovative features the PARAdig project can have
strong impact toward the intended target groups of athletes enabling them
to support their dual careers and raise their awareness of the availability
of alternative informal educational delivery models that better suite their
needs.
By building a transnational partnership comprised of nine partners from
seven countries, plus the European Paralympic Committee, the project primarily aims to create, develop and implement a tailor-made Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) for athletes with disabilities. It is envisaged they to
be able to study at their own pace and make more efficient use of their
time, as well as to obtain a certificate from a university upon the course
completion. The platform to be known as “Basic Business Knowledge and
Entrepreneurship Programming with Strategically Information for EU Athletes with Disabilities”. Thus, the partnership brings together a range of
key partners jointly working for the development of new educational and
training modules for para athletes in the field of entrepreneurship.
To ensure a real European dimension, PARAdig has agreed a strategic partnership with four Paralympic organisations, including the Swedish Para
Sports Federation which is also the Swedish Paralympic Committee (Para
Sports Sweden), the Croatian Paralympic Committee, the Serbian Paralympic Committee, as well as the The European Paralympic Committee (EPC)
being registered in Vienna and operating under the Austrian law. The
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consortium is also comprised by four NGOs including Aetoi Thessalonikis
(Greece), which is the leading project coordinator, Champions Factory (Ireland), Mine Vaganti (Italy) and Bulgarian Sports Development Association
(Bulgaria), plus a higher educational establishment such as National Sports
Academy (Bulgaria).
In terms of concept, design and envisaged activities this project also builds
on another Erasmus+ funded project “Life After Sports” (2019-2020) that
has been implemented in six partner countries: Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece,
Italy, Spain, and Turkey. It aimed to identify the young talented and elite
athletes’ learning needs and problems they encounter, and understanding
the main challenges for entering into the labour market.
In order to manage the transnational, cross-disciplinary work of research
and analysis to map the lives and multiple points of contact with competitive para athletes and already retired from active sport elite athletes
with disabilities, the project consortium features partners who deal with

the everyday realities facing para athletes, and whose formal and foremost
responsibility is to represent the intererests of those athletes. This would
help the rest of partners with different capacities to truly understand things
from the athlete’s point of view. This structuring also brings new networks
into play and opens up the results of the research to the para athletes, families and other stakeholders in the countries that currently have national,
regional and local Paralympic structures.
The PARAdig envisages, in work package (WP) 2, conducting a comprehensive research in each of the seven countries (Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece,
Ireland, Italy, Serbia and Sweden) leading to the production of two main
intellectual outputs: a Final Report on Status and Progress in Dual Careers
Development for Talented and Elite Para athletes, and a Best Practices
Handbook. The research outcomes and findings will also help guide the
design process of the VLE planform.
The National Sports Academy (NSA), in collaboration with the Bulgarian
Sports Development Association (BSDA), was responsible for developing
the methodology and guidelines for the cross-counrty research, including

the research design, structure of national reports, data collection methods,
instruments and procedures used by the researchers in the seven countries, as well as for conducting the final analysis by country and aggregation
of the quantitative and qualitative elements of the study.

AIMS AND STRUCTURE OF THE RESEARCH REPORT
The first aim of the present report was to gain insight in both active and
retired para athletes’ personal experiences of dual career. As a context
which is understudied, this research intends to bring new country-specif-

—

ic knowledge of para athletes’ DC pathways from the seven partner countries. The second aim was to examine the broader context in which para
athletes’ DCs take place. More specifically, existing DC support structural
arrangements, legislative provisions, policies and practices in both education and sport systems in the seven countires concerning para athletes’
DC were reviewed. Third, in order to draw meaningful and working recommendations and suggestions for improving DC assistance efforts, input from key stakeholders involved in policy making and delivering DC
support services in the seven countries was solicited.

—
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The report is organised into five main sections. The first section outlines
the conceptual framework of the ground research on para athletes experiencing or experienced dual career. The second one provides a description
of the research design and methodology, including methodological approaches, selection procedures, data collection methods, instruments, and
limitations. The third section presents a detailed analysis of the broader
country-specific policy and legislative context in which para athletes’ DC
takes place in each of the seven partner countries. In addition, selected
information from key stakeholders, who are engaged in supporting various
aspects of para athletes’ DC is included, where provided and deemed ap-

propriate. The fourth part features the aggregated results from the empirical field surveys conducted with two main target groups para athletes as
well as sport organisations, which develop both individual and team sports
and have some policy/practices to facilitate athletes with disabilities. The
last section includes both country-specific and general findings and recommendations/suggestions derived from the policy context and empirical
data analysis, as well as the input from the key stakeholders involved in
policy making and delivering DC support services.

—

—
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1.CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

U N D E R S TA N D I N G AT H L E T E S ’ D U A L C A R E E R
Athletes often face challenges to combine their sporting career with education or work related comittments. The strive to succeed at the highest level
of sport demands hard training and participation in multiple competitions
both at home and abroad, which can be difficult to reconcile with the challenges and restrictions in the educational system and the labour market.
Not only high levels of motivation, commitment, resilience and responsibility from the athlete, but also special arrangements are needed to avoid
the situation where talented and elite athletes are forced to make a difficult
choice between sport and education/work.
Over the past 30 years, DC has become a visible topic in the European
athletic career research which has looked to understand how DC pathways and athletes’ envisaged future are constructed and embedded in a
more complex life spectrum. It is worth noting that athletes’ DC research
is overwhelmingly dominated by a well-established and influential psychological discourse at the expense of other social sciences such as sociology,
management or cultural studies. A career can be broadly understood as ‘a
lifestyle that involves the sequence of work, learning and leisure activities
through a lifetime’ (Career Industry Council of Australia, 2006). Careers are
unique to each person and are dynamic throughout life.
Despite the growing research and policy interest in elite athletes’ DC, however, there is paucity in understanding the experiencing of DC among athletes with disabilities, who are often put in unfavourable conditions even
more than their body-abled counterparts. The type of and the stage in their
life cycle when they got their disability has a direct link with the opportunity to get quality education and/or vocational qualification as well as their
access to the labour market. This circumstance objectively shapes their
further DC pathway. Furthermore, very often athletes with disabilities are
reported to be in a disadvantaged position compared to other people in
the labour market. Employers may perceive it as difficult to adapt to the
changing employment needs that such athletes have at different stages of
their careers.
DC in sport is concisely defined as ‘a career with major foci on sport and
studies or work’ (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2015, p.1). It follows that the
concept of DC revolves around the combination of sporting pursuits with
education and/or occupation. It is exactly during such periods when DC
is experienced by young talented and elite para athletes. According to the
holistic lifespan perspective (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004) and the holistic
athletic career model (Wylleman, Reints, and De Knop, 2013), an athletic
career appears to be just one part of the life career which concerns athletes’ future when retiring from sport to be well prepared for development
in other spheres. That is, to provide flexible and competent support to para
athletes so that they can achieve their potential not only as sportspersons,
but also as valued individuals in other domains of their lives. Therefore,
helping athletes achieve their development goals, and utilise their accumulated skills and experiences for the benefit of a satisfying post-sport career
have become the major objectives of DC support programmes.
In this sense, the DC competency framework, created within the EU funded project “Gold in Education and Elite Sport” (GEES, 2016), consists of
four major groups of competencies:

•

DC management;

•

Career planning;

•

Mental toughness;

•

Social intelligence and adaptability.

Plus
•

Volitional, motivational and adaptability competencies (Baron-Thiene
& Alfermann, 2015; Sorkkila, Aunola, and Ryba, 2017); and

•

Stress resistance and coping (Sallen et al., 2018).

While considerable research and applied work have been done on DC in
combining sport and educational pursuits, less is known about themes covering the second strand, i.e. DC in sport and occupation. One reason, as
Debois, Ledon, and Wylleman (2015) pointed out, could be that employee-athletes often face difficulties to fit their sport commitments with work
requirements, because of insufficient understanding and flexibility by their
employer. This situation has already begun to reverse with the pioneering
EU supported project “Be a Winner In elite Sport and Employment before
and after athletic Retirement” (B-WISER, 2018). It is focused on employability competencies and experiences of three categories athletes – current
active, just retired, and first employed – and studying work-related stakeholders’ attitudes on athletes’ employment and employability. The project
team developed a four-factor competency framework within which a list
of 28 key competencies required to enhance athletes’ employability was
identified. The main competency areas include: Career & Lifestyle Management, Career Awareness & Communication, Career Efficacy & Resilience,
and Career Engagement & Adaptibility.
The World Economic Forum (2018) have recently declared that a massive
workforce transformation is on the way globally impacting all industries
with key drivers such as ageing workforce, technology advances, skill instability and skill gaps. Furthermore, the prospects for strategical management
of these transformations are shrinking fast and business, public authorities and workforce should plan and act proactively to the changing labour
market. Similarly, as the OECD’ report (2016) warns all industries and organisational fields should concentrate on anticipating skill requirements
and adapting workforce strategies and training programmes accordingly;
enhancing the adaptability of work environments. Brown et al. (2017) also
highlighted the need to explore interventions such as workforce development pathways and accelerated training schemes to ensure sustainability
of organisations and sectors.

—

The concept of employability deserves special consideration here. Employability is usually placed within the context of a ‘knowledge’ economy and
local, national and global competitive labour market environments. A key
issue is how far employability is a distinct concept from employment. As
Artess, Hooley, & Mellors-Bourne’s (2017) report containing a comprehensive literature review on embedding employability within the universities
makes clear, employability is about more than obtaining employment. In
this vein Rich (2015) distinduished between employment (labour market
status) and employability (skills and preparedness). Ensuring that athletes
are employed during their athletic period or once they complete their active sport career represents one kind of policy goal, and ensuring that their
skills, behavious and attitudes are effectively used is another, so there is
a need to take a longer term perspective and to ask how (para)sport sector, school/higher/vocational education and labour market environments
support para athletes to establish a satisfactory career. Such a standpoint
reframes employability as more about ensuring that athletes have access
to satisfactory livelihoods by building positive and meaningful careers and
to participate meaningfully in society.
Probably, one of the much cited definitions of employability is that of Yorke
and Knight (2006, p. 8) where employability is defined as: “A set of achievements – skills, understandings and personal attributes – that make individuals more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen occupations, which benefits themselves, the workforce, the community and

—
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the economy. However, this definition presents employability mainly as a
personal state and, to a lagre extent, an individual responsibility, but it does
not render the complex environments which shape career development. At
the same time employable individuals are more likely to gain employment,
but employment is not necessarily the only indicator or, put differently, it is
possible to be employable but still unemployed (Artess et al., 2017). In this
sense, to paraphrase Stambulova & Wylleman (2019), any recommended
content for DC assistance programmes should contribute towards creating
autonomy supportive DC environment. In other words, “effective support
is about helping para athletes help themselves, mainly through development of DC competencies” (p. 76).
Employability has also been conceptualised by the European Centre for the
Development of Vocational Training (EurWORK, 2018) as a combination
of job-specific skills and ‘soft’ transferable skills, which enable individuals
to enter into the labour market, stay in employment and progress during
their careers. The employability concept is recognised as one of the four
fundamentals of the European Employment Strategy, envisaging to prevent
long-term unemployment and to promote access to the labour market. Put
differently, higher employability is seen as a precondition for achieving an
increased employment rate, whereby employability is translated into: i) enhancing and adjusting general education and vocational training to new
labour market conditions and flexible forms of work; and ii) the implementation of lifelong learning competencies and skills.
Concerning the development of employability in sport, in 2016 The European Sectoral Social Dialogue Committee for sports and active leisure,
including European Association of Sport Employers (EASE) and UNI Europa
Sports, as well as the observing partners EuropeActive and the European
Confederation of Outdoor Employers (ECOE), agreed on a joint position on
‘Strengthening employability in the sport and active leisure sector’. Taking
a proactive approach to the sport sector the social partners underline that
employability should be understood as a holistic concept and proposed the
following definition (ESSDC, 2016): Employability is the capability to move
into and within labour markets and to realise potential through sustainable
and accessible employment. The joint opinion also identified a set of impediments to employability that affect the whole sector:
•

Skills gaps and skills mismatches;

•

Short-term employment and high turnover;

•

Physically and mentally demanding jobs negatively impacting the
health and longevity of workers;

•

Discrepancies between national skill levels that impede mobility;

•

Lack of strategic financial management which hinders sustainable employment.

•

According to the above document, for the individual, employability
depends on:

•

The knowledge and skills they possess, and their attitudes;

•

The way personal attributes are presented in the labour market;

•

The environmental and social context within which work is sought;
and

•

The economic context within which work is sought.

There are also persistent requirements from various industry employers to
develop broader entrepreneurial orientation skills such as innovation, creativity, proactiveness and autonomy as many sectors are in a process of
restructuring in response to significant macro trends including technology
and socio-economic changes (World Economic Forum, 2018). In this line of
reasoning, the PARAdig project is in a response to the clear need to support athletes with disabilities to develop enterprise and entrepreneurship
knowledge, skills and behaviour as part of a wider employability strategy.
QAA (2018) definitions of enterprise and entrepreneurship education, are

as follows:
•

Enterprise Education is about the process of developing athletes in a
manner that provides them with an enhanced capacity to generate
ideas, and the behaviours, attributes, and competencies to make them
happen.

•

Entrepreneurship Education concerns the application of enterprise behaviours, attributes and competencies into the creation of cultural,
social or economic value. This can, but does not exclusively, lead to
venture creation.

Any DC assistance delivery should aim at supporting para athletes in developing knowledge, skills and behaviours that will improve not only their
capability of securing appropriate employment, but to also help develop in
them the capability to manage their career progress and adaptability within
the labour market. According to McMahon, Patton, & Tatham (2003) and
Watts (2006), the concept of Career Development Learning (CDL) is learning about the content and process of career development or the required
career management skills. The content of CDL represents learning about
self and learning about social facts (i.e. the world of a particular sport, study
or work), while process learning is about the development of the competencies and skills necessary to navigate a successful and satisfying life/career.
As the research shows, the DC trajectory is non-linear and actually consists
of a series of different stages and transitions (Stambulova & Wylleman,
2014). This means that DC might be embedded in a lifespan development
through para athletes’ early and middle childhood, early and later adolescence as well. For paralympic athletes it is witnessed that their DC pathway predominantly occurs at a later stage, especially in late specialisation
sports. Within each developmental stage and transition, para athletes will
experience demands and challenges of various types and levels that may
impinge on their personal development. In other words, their investment in
sport shifts over time according to specific health, social, psychological and
financial situation, educational commitments or work duties. This is even
a more challenging task for some para athletes, who often have to manage
their sporting pursuits within limited cognitive, social, financial and temporal resources or not well organised DC support environments.

—

According to Stambulova & Wylleman’s (2019) comprehensive review
of European DC research, young talented and elite athletes should deal
with both demands in sport, studies, social and private life and DC barriers (i.e., objective and subjective personal and external factors that interfere with successful coping). External barriers, such as lack of flexibility in
studies or work commitments and adequate financial and other resource
support, biases against people with disabilities, public skepticism, organisational stressors, and lack of professional assistance/vocational support
programmes in sport and/or educational system, are complemented by
personal barriers, such as lack of confidence and abilities for successfully
handling DC management or employability upon post-athletic retirement.
Some of the main challenges in terms of quality of education/vocational
qualification and support services for elite para athletes, inter alia, include:
•

Protection of the development of athletes, especially in early-age related sports, as well as young people involved in sport that are still in
the education and training system;

•

Achieving the balance between sport training and competing and education and/or employment either at an earlier or a later stage in life;

•

Considering the stage of completion of the athletic career including
those who stop competing earlier than expected;

•

In order to compete at a high level, a significant number of athletes
need to find ways to finance their sport participation, often through
family support, loans or full-time/part-time employment. Subsequently, there is a premature dropout from sport or unfinished education,
which in turn leads to poor employability.

—
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Previous DC research (Brown et al., 2015; Graczyk et al., 2017; Stambulova et al., 2015) suggests that personal resources are decisive factors in
DC adjustment, while all forms of formal and less formal DC external support (e.g. social support network or professional support providers) serve
as compensating factors. Several authors (cf. Brown et al., 2015; López de
Subijana, 2015; Stambulova et al., 2015) also came to the finding that athletes' major coping strategies include relying on their own competencies,
seeking support when necessary, and utilising resources available in their
proxy environment. Any support efforts undertaken by DC development
network therefore should be premised on both holistic and individual approaches, and directed toward helping athletes become self-responsible
and autonomous (Knight, Harwood, & Sellars, 2018).
Towards a transnational and contextually relevant approach to athletes’ dual
career
In recent years, researchers (e.g. Stambulova & Ryba, 2013, 2014) have
voiced the need for a culturally-specific approach in career research and
practice. In other words, if we believe that para athletes’ DCs are contingent on a range of factors then an effort to understand at least the key factors is needed. Therefore, DC research and support practices should focus
not only on para athletes’ perceptions, but also on the country-specific socio-cultural, policy, educational and sporting environments that shape DC.
This will involve mapping of the particular national DC development milieu
so DC could be interpreted in context. Context itself is multifaceted and
operates at a variety of levels. These include: policy, social, organisational
and individual dimensions. That is, in order to understand para athletes’
needs, attitudes and behaviour researchers, DC support service providers,
and policymakers need to address the various social, economic, normative, policy, cultural-cognitive institutions and arrangements in place (e.g.
sport organisations, public authorities, employers, education and training
systems, labour markets) that provide current or retired para athletes with
certain resources while limiting others. What follows is that para athletes’
DCs are materialised through complex processes where personal experiences, attributes, resources and coping strategies interact in a mutually reinforcing way with different and multilayered environments that facilitate
or hamper DC development.
According to the World Health Organisation’s (2011) World Report on
Disability, there are 80 million people within the EU with a disability, who
experience serious difficulties in taking part fully in society and the economy due to numerous environmental and additional barriers. In relation
to sport and disability, a key policy reference (article 30) is embedded in
the UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities (CRPD), that
was adopted in 2006 and where the EU is a signatory. The CRPD lays the
foundation of a more concerted policy approach to people with disabilities enabling them to participate on an equal footing in recreational and
sport activities by encouraging the states to take appropriate measures at
all levels. In particular, the Convention envisages providing opportunities
for people with disabilities to organise, develop and participate in adapted
leisure and sport activities, as well as an equal access to appropriate coaching, training and leisure services, sport facilities and resources. In 2010, the
European Council concluded that sport should be used as a source of and
a driver for active social inclusion. The importance of sport for people with
disabilities is also recognised by the European Disability Strategy 20102020, which is based on the CRPD and is part of the Europe 2020 strategy.
It aims at empowering people with disabilities so that they can fully enjoy
their rights and participate in society including, among other things, the
access to cultural, recreational, and sports activities. Another supportive
policy step is the Conclusions of the Council of the European Union and
the representatives of the member states meeting within the Council on
access to sport for people with disabilities adopted in 2019, calling on the
European Commission, the member states and sport movement to take
appropriate action.
A recent comprehensive report, commissioned by the European Commission and wtitten by Ecorys (2018), provides a mapping on access to sport
for people with disabilities across 11 member states including Belgium,
France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Netherlands, Romania, Spain, Swe-

den and the UK. The mapping review of existing national programmes, policy contexts, empirical evidence and detailed case study research identified
a number of key lessons related to the following areas of action, with some
implicitly or explicitly being of relevance for athletes with disabilities’ DC
(p.3):
•
The role of dedicated professionals: in order to engage people
with disabilities in sporting activities it is highly important to focus on
the expertise of different actors and in particular to support the roles of
dedicated experts who can become ‘champions’ (leaders) in promoting the
importance of sport opportunities for people with disabilities. Such professionals may work in local municipalities, partnerships or mainstream sport
federations.
•

The importance of consulting with people with disabilities, their carers
and disability organisations in designing activities that meet the specific needs of different disability groups.

•

The importance of inclusive activities that encourage the integration
of people with and without disabilities.

•

The role of ‘advocates’ (i.e. those who have taken part and benefitted
from the activities) in promoting the programmes to harder to reach
groups.

•

The development of new support systems for disability sport through
stimulating inter-sectoral collaboration and regional/local partnerships between all of the relevant actors involved in working with people with disabilities such as charities, health services and educational
establishments.

•

The importance of different government levels working effectively
particularly by allowing scope for local partnerships to identify specific
needs working with specialist disability organisations and to develop
tailored provision that utilises the assets of their local areas.

•

The benefits of national level agencies facilitating links between national federations, local partnerships and disability organisations to
develop new activities for people with disabilities.

DC of athletes now also features on the agenda of EU sports programmes,
based on the EU Guidelines and numerous programmes implemented at
the government and sport federation levels within member states. However, only a small number of initiatives targeting para athletes are being
undertaken and these are mainly via Erasmus+ projects; structured support
system and programmes developed by sporting governing organisations
have not yet been investigated.

—

DC arrangements are relatively new in the majority of EU member states
and the sport sector in particular. In different countires DC policies have
been developed at different level, with some countries demonstrating good
progress, while other still lacking solid partnerships between the sport system and the educational sector and/or the labour market. In some of the
national policies the DC is still missing an legislative framework or a sustainable policy backing, which requires a more systematic approach based
on well integrated financial, institutional and normative arrangements.
In this sense, elite athletes’ DC has received political legitimacy from the
European Union, underpinned by a growing concern with some national
sport cultures and sport-specific subcultures which permit the exploitation
of athletes without paying appropriate attention to their educational and
further occupational needs thus exposing them to potentially inequitable
situations during and after retirement from sport. The strategic document
EU Guidelines on Dual Career of Athletes (EC, 2012) demonstrates the
supportive institutional approach of the EU in relation to sportpersons’
DC, especially the need of concerted efforts on the protection of their basic right for equal access to quality education. This represents an explicit
political and social recognition of the issue of athletes’ DC by both the EU
institutions and national governments. It should be stressed that such an
approach necessitates the creation of intersubjective meanings which go
beyond individual beliefs and a mandate for action. For that, it requires a

—
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collective understanding of DC and of formal institutions to focus on intersecting and interacting elements of this complex issue.
The above EU document represents a steering instrument for athletes’ DC
policy making and implementation within member states. Because of its
broadly defined policy objectives, non-binding and voluntary character, the
individual countries have more flexibility in implementation. At the same
time it acknowledges that the traditions and cultural diversity in various DC
policy domains in member states should be respected. There is also an appeal to national authorities to develop culturally relevant and country-specific guidelines for DC that would take into consideration the Guidelines,
but also to reflect the particularities of the national education and sport
systems. This is because any policy with social dimensions, including in
sport and DC areas is typically a national matter and the EU refrains from
interfering directly. The all-inclusive and supportive approach by the European Commission is further reflected in the findings of the report “Study
on the minimum quality requirements for dual career services” (EU, 2016):
1.

Elite athletes in a situation of dual career need to be recognized.
•

Elite athletes have equal rights to education and employment,
regardless of gender, ability, race or sport.

•

Every individual has the right to reach their full potential in education and in sport: access to all forms of education the athlete is
qualified for must be guaranteed.

•

Mobility required for the sport should be guaranteed

2.

The optimum combination of sport, education and/or work should be
facilitated, regardless of the sport, learning path and/or working path
concerned.

3.

The subject of Dual Career should be viewed from a development perspective and should be supported and promoted at every stage of the
athlete’s career.

4.

Support for Dual Career is about supporting the individuals and it
should therefore centre on them and their lives. This system is not
generic; it varies according to the sport in question and other factors.
Personal attention and actions are, therefore, needed at crucial transition points.

5.

The individual athletes also have a responsibility for their own development and career choices.

6.

Member states have an important role to play in creating an effective
support system for Dual Career and its implementation through a full
policy cycle, including design, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation.

7.

Implementation of the quality framework must be feasible within every national configuration in the EU.

—

—
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2.RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

Two methodological approaches can be used to gain insight into para athletes’ DC, being the country-specific method and the cross-national method. On the one hand, one can rely on existing data that are available from
national research, in which country-specific analyses are presented by
commissioned researchers from each partner country. The advantage here
is that country-detailed and relevant information as well as expert findings
can be extracted. On the other hand, data stemming from cross-national
surveys can be used. The advantage of this method lies in the fact that the
data collection is based on harmonised questionnaires. The harmonisation
of definitions, concepts and data collection methods facilitates a more accurate comparison between countries.
There were some general methodological guidelines that the partners were
asked to follow for undertaking their national research. The idea behind
these was that by delivering a standardised research template and structure to each partner country it is more relevant both to compare countries
and to capture the particularities. At the same time avoiding the risk these
guidelines to be based on explicit or implicit assumptions that take for
granted the existence of some uniform information, structures and practices in the individual countries.
Building on the conceptual framework the overall research consists of two
main parts: 1) Policy context analysis, and 2) Empirical field surveys.
1) POLICY CONTEXT ANALYSIS
The aim here was to examine the broader context in which para athletes’
DCs take place. More specifically, the researchers in each partner country
had to review existing DC support structural arrangements, general and
topic-specific legislative provisions, regulations, policies and practices concerning young talented and elite para athletes. The goal for each national
research was to show which country-specific data are available. It should
be stressed that what was to be subject to interest was not only the data
provided by the experts as such, but the experts’ analytical insights as well.
By seeking to compare particularities of policy contexts and systems which
allow for unveiling differences and commonalities in the ways in which they
operate the policy analysis took the form of an ideographic approach, as
described by Henry and Institute of Sport and Leisure Policy (2007). In preparing their national reports the partners were asked to provide and interpret relevant country-specific information covering:
•

National data about the number of people with disabilities in the country; percentage of people with disabilities engaged in secondary and
higher education; percentage of people with disabilities who are employed or self-employed;

•

The national legislative, regulatory and policy framework for creating
access both to practicing sports for people with disabilities and equal
opportunities for formal and informal education/studies, qualification
training and measures for entering into the labour market;

•

Statistics on both registered athletes with disabilities and sport clubs
for people with disabilities;

•

Para athletes related policy as reflected within the broad national
sport, education, continuing and vocational education or employment
policies;

•

Identifying the key stakeholders in the country who are engaged in
supporting para athletes/sports including their main responsibilities,
activities, DC assistance services provided;

•

An overview of strategies, DC assistance programmes, initiatives,
good practices regarding para athletes;

•

An overview of existing country-specific research articles, reports, statistics pertaining to para athletes.

2) EMPIRICAL FIELD SURVEYS
The research methodology follows the research activities described in the
project application and the discussion held at the kick-off meeting in Sofia
on 7-8 February, 2020. In general terms, this study adopts the definition
of disability outlined by the World Health Organisation, which includes not
only the classification of types of impairments but also the influence of
environmental factors. Through this emphasis on environmental factors, it
is possible to refer to disability as a social condition including ‘impairments,
activity limitations and participation restrictions’ (WHO, 2011). In particular, the impairments relate to problems in body functions or alterations in
body structure, the activity limitations refer to the difficulties in executing
activities and the participation restrictions refer to problems in any area of
life, for instance when facing discrimination in employment. The partners
thus decided to apply a set of common minimal criteria required for the
selection of the respondents in the surveys.
First, all partners agreed on the following definition of para athletes: those
who are part of the Paralympic movement (i.e. promoting elite sport
achievements). Defining the scope of para athletes being studied (target
groups):

—

•

Talented/elite athletes with any kind and degree of disability, who
participate in organised training activities and sport competitions at
national and/or international level. They should be members or registered athletes of recognised sport organisations at local, regional or
national levels.

•

Young talented para athletes are considered those who have a potential for further sport development to achieve high sporting results.

•

Elite para athletes are considered those who have participated in
formal competitions and obtained high performance results, medals,
rankings, etc., regardless whether their sport is part of or not part of
the Paralypmic programme.

In addition, at the time of conducting the survey they: (i) could be either
school/university students or working (i.e. employee or self-employed);
(ii) recognise the need of acquiring new skills to succeed in career; (iii) are
devoted to self-improvement and dual career in sport; and (iv) are motivated to participate in the survey and follow-up actions.
Second, in line with the project’s goals and envisaged research activities,
the field work was focused on conducting surveys among two main target groups para athletes, as well as the sport system represented by sport
organisations that have some policy/practices in place to support athletes
with disabilities. For the purposes of the research, three specific questionnaires with a set of questions that reflect the most relevant topics related
to the categories respondents and organisations were developed. In this
regard NSA and BSDA sent out to the partners the initial draft of both the
research methodology and the questionnaires for comments and proposal
for changes. After having received partners’ comments and suggestions the
final versions of the questionnaires and methodology were refined and delivered to the partners for conducting their national research.
2.1. The first group consists of active para athletes who are either students
at school or university, or work with the status of an employee or self-em-

—
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ployed, and participate at least in national championships (i.e., undertaking
DC). The primary aim here was to gain insight to their personal experiences
of DC by identifying their needs and challenges they are facing in pursuing
DC. More specifically, we focused on seven main themes related to the
para athletes’ DC experience:
1.

Satisfaction with DC (combining sport and studies or sport and work).

2.

Personal effort in managing DC (in education/work and sports).

3.

Perception of para athletes (identity, barriers, support needs, skills acquired).

4.

Motivation to get good education and further qualifications (laying
down the foundation for the future life – backup, security, significant
others’ influence).

5.

Types and sources of DC support (the role of key stakeholders in para
athletes’ environment).

6.

Unfavorable conditions (limited structured DC assistance, finances,
difficult path to the labour market, unequal access to resource opportunities).
7.

Future plans and career orientations.

In order to grasp the nuanced picture of
DC’s variations the following additional criteria relevant to the sample under scrutiny
were sought, but not exclusively:
•
a balanced gender approach: 65%
male (n = 118), 35% female (n = 63);
•
inclusion of representatives of individual 78% (n = 137) and team 22% (n =
38) sports.
►Main method for collecting information:
Questionnaire
Period of implementation of the questionnaire: 01/04 – 30/06/2020
2.2. The second group encompasses indicative examples of at least 5 para athletes per country, who retired from their
competitive sports career and are either
searching to get a job or are self-employed,
or employed, or do not work and receive
a disability pension. The primary aim here
was to track their DC history/trajectories,
what critical development decisions, education (formal/informal), career path preferences and influential experiences shaped
their post-sport transition resulting in the
identification of common key factors that
can assist the development of DC support
strategies for current para athletes.
►Main method for collecting information:
Questionnaire
Period of implementation of the questionnaire: 01/04 – 30/06/2020
2.3. Sport organisations organisations
(Paralympic committee, confederations,
federations/associations, clubs). The sample includes national sports governing
bodies, affiliated clubs or umbrella organisations which develop traditional for each

country sports representing both individual and team sports, and have
some policy/practices to support athletes with disabilities. The aim was to
understand what (and how) they do about supporting athletes with disabilities’ DC.
►Main method for collecting information: Questionnaire
Period of implementation of the questionnaire: 01/04 – 30/06/2020
Table 1 shows the number of respondents by country.

Country

Number of active
para athnetes

Number of retired para
athletes surveyed

Number of sport organisations surveyed

Bulgaria (BUL)

18

4

5

Croatia (CRO)

18

2

3

Greece (GRE)

42

5

8

Ireland (IRL)

14

5

5

Italy (ITA)

30

4

5

Serbia (SRB)

21*

5

17

Sweden (SWE)

38

5

5

Total number of
respondents:

181

30

48

Note: *Originally, the Serbian sample of active para athletes consisted of 39
respondents who filled in the questionnaire, but in the process of data checking
for internal consistency their number was reduced to 21, due to the rest of 18
respondents do not meet the established criteria for experiencing DC, i.e. combining concomitantly sport with studies (either at school or university) or sport
with work.

—

2.4. In order to draw meaningful and working suggestions for improving
para athletes’ DC assistance efforts, it was needed to solicit input from key
stakeholders involved in policy making and delivering DC support services.
As it was expected that they will vary from country to country, the first
step here was to identify those relevant stakeholders who are engaged in
supporting para athletes’ DC, and in turn, to understand what they actually
do in this regard. Thus, the list of prospective entities might include:
►Ministry of Education
►Governmental agency responsible for sport policy (Ministry of Sport)
►Schools
►Universities
►NGOs providing social or educational/training services or employment
opportunities for people with disabilities
►Public and private employment agencies
►Companies that employ people with disabilities
►Other organisations involved in supporting people with disabilities

—
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►Main method for collecting information: focused interviews and taking
field notes. For that end, a template to guide the collection of information
was developed and delivered to the partners.
Data processing and analysis
The experience from other similar projects has showed the need to avoid
rigid, ‘imposed’ approaches and to take into account some particularities
and technical matters. In this in mind, it was decided to:
1.

Leave it at each partner’s discretion to decide whether they will use
the questionnaires in the original version in English or translate them
into their native languages. The final draft of their national reports,
however, had to be written and submitted in English language.

2.

Use any software for data processing and analysis they think appropriate and comfortable. The three types of self-administering questionnaires contain sets of operationalised quality parameters. These
correspond to the components of the conceptual model of the study
enabling thus the making of comparative analysis. Each of the questions is structured with pre-defined options to mark, according to the
real situation of the respondent. In this regard, all the questions that
allow multiple options to choose have a pointing text in Italic. However, the questionnaires also contain some open sections and questions
that required or invited the respondents to provide information/answers in text or numbers. This meant partners ought to process and
aggregate such answers separately.

3.

Leave it at each partner’s discretion how to organise logistically the
process of conducting the surveys (making the questionnaires available, for instance, via Google forms or distributing them through
e-mails, or any other way they deem comfortable).

After having received the empirical data from the three surveys conducted
in the seven countries, the research team responsible for compiling the final report undertook a process of data coding, processing and aggregation
by the statistical SPSS 19 software package. For clarity’s sake the results
are visualised and presented in the form of graphics and tables in section
four of this report.
Limitations
During the kick-off meeting it was decided to survey at least 30 of the
active para athletes per country. However, despite the efforts to approach
such athletes, some countries (e.g. Bulgaria, Croatia and Ireland) encountered difficulties to reach this sample threshold. This could be partly explained with the situation around the outburst of Covid-19 concomitting
with the time of conducting the survey. Another limitation of this study was
the usage of survey questionnaires as primary method for data collection.
The tools for data collection in online or paper surveys and highly structured interviews do not allow for an explanation of the Context–Mechanisms–Outcomes (known as CMO configuration of realistic evaluation):
what underlying mechanisms were activated in which particular context
that were responsible for the reported outcomes. Other qualitative but
more labour intensive methodologies such as longitudinal in-depth holistic
case studies, ethnography, focus groups and personal diaries would have
produced much richer explanations. This is because of the issue of complexity or, put differently, it is not always possible to operationalise the rich
human experiences and individual cases into a set of predefined choices
to tick, which is one of the main limitations of any survey questionnaire or
structured interview template.

—
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3 . PA R A AT H L E T E S ’ D C P O L I C Y C O N T E X T A N D D E V E L O P MENT ENVIRONMENTS

TDrawing on the understanding that athletes’ DC takes place within complex and multilayered environments and processes, this section provides a
description of the broader country-specific policy, legislative and structural
context in each of the seven countries. The information subject to analysis
was both general statistical data available and qualitative descriptions of
legislative and policy documents, as well as para athletes support strategies and practices adopted in each partner country. Such accounts were
critical to capturing detail in respect of how the policy context operated
and was evaluated. The data collection entailed the completion by each
country research team of a template covering existing data and policy context pertaining to people with disabilities in general and para athletes in
particular. This template required a description of measures and practices
concerning policy intervention and provision for para athletes by established sport organisations, public authorities, educational bodies, NGOs
and private sector.
Aquilina & Henry (2010) produced a framework characterising the main
policy approaches to the demands placed on elite young athletes through
the lens of the welfare ideologies in nation states. More specifically, in reviewing the policy and practice in higher education in EU member states
(Bulgaria and Croatia were not included in the study) concerning the delivery of education to elite athletes the authors identified four policy systems:
a) State-centric provision, which is characterised by a requirement, typically
via legislation or state regulations, placed on academic institutions to provide adapted opportunities for student‐athletes in terms of entry‐requirements, time‐tabling flexibility, exam dates and type of course delivery;
b) The state as a facilitator, which is characterised by a formal system for
acknowledging student‐athletes’ needs, but non-binding legal obligations.
The state plays an enabling rather than regulating role where the educational bodies have more leeway for maneuvering to the specific needs of
the student‐athlete, chiefly on the premise of permissive legislation. Sweden was put in this category;
c) National sport federations as intermediaries, where the athletes’ DC development is catered for by the respective federation and where its staff may
advise and act on behalf of the student‐athlete to secure ‘special’ educational treatment. Greece was put in this category;
d) Laisser faire, where no formal structures are in place and any arrangements (where these prove possible) largely rely on individually negotiated
schemes. Ireland and Italy were put in this category.
The findings of the study also substantiate the variability of response in different national policy systems. Although this typology refers to the higher
education (HE) domain, it can also serve a useful analytical role at other levels allowing capturing the role and extent of involvement/intervention by
the public authorities as well as the cultures of educational sector, labour
markets and sport organisations involved. It is important, however, to note
that the above typology is premised on an ideal typical category. It implies
that individual countries, as evident from the analysis in this section, may
display characteristics of more than one ideal type. It can be noticed, especially in those countries in which the policy making process occurs on a

more decentralised basis (e.g. Italy, Ireland and Sweden) or the policy issue,
such as the athletes’ DC, has not gained a sufficient social and political
recognition (e.g. Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece and Serbia).
For the purposes of this report, we also borrow from the current European
project “Ecology of DC” (ECO-DC, 2018) which explores the features of DC
development environments (DCDEs), their taxonomy and criteria of effectiveness and efficacy. The project team identified 8 types of DCDEs that
support DC provision across Europe including sports friendly schools, sport
friendly universities, elite sport schools/colleges, combined dual career
systems, national sports programmes, defense forces programmes, professional and/or private club programmes, and players union programmes.
These DCDEs emerge from the wider country-specific policy patterns/traditions and several of them, in spite of the variations in the scope and extent of their evolution and development, can be discerned in the countries
under scrutiny.

BULGARIA

People with disabilities at a glance
Actual demographic information on the people with disabilities in Bulgaria
is currently missing. The only representative, aggregated data that are publicly available date back from 2011 through the National Statistical Institute. The next census is going to be conducted in 2021. For the purposes
of the analysis, Table 2 shows the types and degree of disability of this
category of people.
Table 2. Persons with disabilities by degree of disability

Degree of disability

Percentage

16 + years old
Up to 50%

8.3

50–70%

23.8

71–90%

39.7

Over 90%

28.2

Children below 16 years old

—

Up to 50%

21.7

50–90%

44.7

Over 90%

33.6

Source: National Statistical Institute (2011)
Both the degree of disability and work/study capacity are determined by
joint Labor and Medical Committees that operate regionally. These Committees usually use a set of state approved batteries of tests and procedures, which are different in terms of age. In the last two years the regional Committees are trying to adjust their practices to the established
International Classification Framework (WHO, 2001). Concerning the difference between 50% and 70% degree of disability, those who have 50%
and above can benefit from personal assistant; for children this percentage
defines the degree of support needed for both education and activities of
daily living (e.g. need of personal assistant). People with disability of 90%
and above are subject to a richer package of personal assistance services.
The persons aged 16 and over with permanently reduced working capacity
or degree of disability from 71 to 90% constitute the largest share of 39.7
per cent. People with the highest degree of permanently reduced working
capacity over 90% constitute 28.2% per cent, while those with permanent
degree of disability from 50 to 70% are 23.8 per cent. The lowest is the
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share of persons with reduced working capacity up to 50% – 8.3 per cent.
Children with a degree of disability from 50 to 90% constitute the largest
share of 44.7 per cent.
According to the available statistical data, the number of economically active people with disabilities aged 16–64 is nearly 68,000 of which 27.5%
are men and 26.7% women. The rate of unemployed is 20.3%. There are
significant differences in the labour market positioning of people with disabilities and those without a disability. The economic activity rate of people
without a disability aged 16–64 is 69.3% (72.2% for men and 66.3% for
women). The employment rate for people with disabilities is 22.5%, while
the employment rate for people without a disability is 59.1% (see Table 3).
Table 3. Rates of economic activity and employment of people with and
without disabilities by gendery

People with disabilities (in %)

People without
disabilities (in %)

Aggregated rate of economic activity

27.1

69.3

Men

27.5

72.2

Female

26.7

66.3

Aggregated rate of employment

22.5

59.1

Men

22.3

60.7

Female

22.7

57.6

Source: National Statistical Institute (2011)

N AT I O N A L L E G I S L AT I O N , S T R AT E G I E S A N D P O L I C I E S
TA R G E T E D T O P E O P L E W I T H D I S A B I L I T I E S
The main goal of the national policy in the field of integration of people
with disabilities is to create conditions and opportunities for equal treatment and social inclusion of people with disabilities in all areas of public
life, as well as the exercise of their rights by providing socio-economic support to them and their family members.
The National Strategy for People with Disabilities 2016–2020 is the key
policy document that formulates priority goals and measures aimed at improving the quality of life of people with disabilities, non-discrimination on
the grounds of "disability", ensuring their full and active participation in all
areas of public life and guaranteeing their rights in all public policies.
The main normative act guaranteeing the rights of people with disabilities
and containing the highest concentration of legal norms related to support
for this target group is the Law on Integration of People with Disabilities
(originally enforced in 2005). Any special cases are treated by the Rules of
application of the this law. Furthermore, the law have opened up the doors
of public schools and kindergartens for children with disabilities. The law
further develops the constitutional principle that people with disabilities
are under special protection of the state and society. More specifically, it
provides for a set of measures to ensure the socio-economic protection of
people with disabilities by granting monthly allowances for social integration and tailored assistance. In order to enhance the employment of people
with disabilities, employers who hire people with disabilities can receive
incentives, as well as financial resources for adapting and equipping workplaces and providing healthy and safe working conditions. The law also

encourages people with an entrepreneurial spirit to start their own business and for this they can apply for a financial grant. Municipalities, within their areas of competence, are committed to ensuring the construction
of an accessible infrastructural environment in kindergartens and schools,
including accessible public transport vehicles and the necessary material
conditions and means for social contacts of people with disabilities. One
of the well functioning national programmes ‘Assistants of people with disabilities’ provides two kinds of assistants – personal and social assistant. It
sould be underlined that the status of athletes does not affect their right
for having any of the both types of assistant.
The Law on Protection against Discrimination (originally enforced in 2004)
introduces mechanisms for the practical implementation of the prohibition
of discrimination. It aims to ensure that all persons, including people with
disabilities, have equal rights and opportunities to participate in public life.
The right to education is guaranteed by the Constitution of the Republic
of Bulgaria. In accordance with this principle, the school education up to
16 years of age is compulsory. Primary and secondary education in stateand municipal funded schools is free of charge. The state promotes the
education of students with learning difficulties by creating conditions for
vocational training. The possibility for integrated education of children with
special educational needs through the creation of a supportive environment in kindergartens and schools has been determined. The Law on Preschool and School Education (enforced in 2015) introduces a new quality in
educational standards and incorporates inclusive education as an integral
part of the right to education by introducing the obligation to provide conditions for supporting personal development of children and students with
special educational needs.
At higher education level the Higher Education Act and related by-laws
provide for facilitated conditions for people with disabilities to have a better access to the higher education system through the admission of persons with permanent disabilities and reduced working capacity of over 70%
under special conditions, who have successfully passed the entry exams;
special reliefs stipulated in the regulations of the university for students
with permanent disabilities and reduced working capacity of over 70% (exemption from payment of fees in state universities, reductions of dormitory
monthly rent, exam fees). Also, in accordance with article 3 of Decree №
90 of the Council of Ministers (enforced since 2000), scholarships for 12
months are granted to students with permanent disabilities, to students
with one or two parents with permanent disabilities.

—

In the employment policy area the Labour Code provides for various forms
of protection of people with disabilities, for example the obligation for employers to determine the percentage of workplaces reserved for people
with disabilities, reduced working hours, prohibition of night and overtime
work, preliminary protection in case of dismissal and provision of compensation for employment. The Code (originally enforced in 1987) has an equal
status of a law, as it is accepted and enforced by the National Parliament.
The Employment Promotion Act enforced since 2002 provides for measures for the unemployed and for the promotion and preservation of employment, the provision of services for mediation in finding employment,
for vocational training, including for people with permanent disabilities.
Similarly, the Updated Employment Strategy 2013–2020 intends to ensure flexible opportunities for employment of people with disabilities in
economic active age by providing them grants for entrepreneurship and
self-employment. In this regard the National Programme on Employment
and Vocational Training of People with Permanent Disabilities as of 2020
provides the ground for integrating two crucial domains – the employment
and training of people with permanent disabilities. The programme as a
policy implementation instrument for promoting the employment of people with permanent disabilities aims to: i) create conditions for employment
of persons with disabilities registered in the local employment agencies;
and ii) encourage employers to hire unemployed people with disabilities.
The target group includes unemployed people with more than 71% reduced employability, persons with sensory and mental disabilities.
The Corporate Income Tax Act provides for a complete transfer of corpo-
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rate tax to legal entities with the status of specialized enterprises, cooperatives and separate production units, members of the nationally represented organisations of people with disabilities and organisations for people
with disabilities. The transferred funds are used for rehabilitation and social integration of people with disabilities. In accordance with the Law on
Personal Income Tax, as well as the Law on Local Taxes and Fees, people
with permanent disabilities who receive income from labour enjoy tax relief
under certain conditions. The Social Security Code guarantees a number of
measures for supporting people with disabilities, including social security
rights, financial aid for prevention and rehabilitation, pensions, etc.

N O R M AT I V E P R O V I S I O N S T O P R O M O T E S P O R T
PA R T I C I PAT I O N O F P E O P L E W I T H D I S A B I L I T I E S
W I T H I N T H E B R O A D E R N AT I O N A L P O L I C Y C O N T E X T
Concerning the access to sport activities and places, two legislative acts,
namely the Law on Physical Education and Sport (LPES) (enforced since
18/01/2019) and the Law on People with Disablities (LPD), provide normative opportunities for people with disabilities to have an equal access
to physical activities, sport services as well as sport facilities owned by
the state or local municipalities. Articles 5 and 6 of the new LPES stipulate
that both governmental and local authorities sport policy is intrinsically intertwined with providing people with disabilities with equal opportunities.
Public authorities at central and local levels as well as the national sport
federations create opportunities for people with disabilities to practice
adapted physical activities and sports in order to improve their quality of
life. In this regard, state or municipal sport facilities can be provided free
of charge for a certain period of time to sport organisations that have as
their activity the development and promotion of sport for all and sport for
people with disabilities.
The Law on People with Disabilities (enforced since 1/01/2019) recognises sport as one of the key areas of support for people with disabilities.
According to Article 59, the MYS in collabouration with local authorities
and sport organisations creates conditions for social inclusion of people
with disabilities by promoting the benefits of practicing physical and sport
activities; providing opportunities for doing adapted physical activity, participation in sport events for people with disabilities, including children
and students; supporting the training and participation of athletes with
disabilities in sports competitions; and support for youth activities. Similar
support measures are also echoed by the National strategy for reducing
poverty and promoting social inclusion 2020 which contains activities for
equal access to culture and sport as an effective tool for their integration
and social development.
Another document containing policy actions at national level is the National Programme for the Development of Physical Education and Sports
2018–2020. It includes two primary measures aimed at assisting sport
participation of people with disabilities. The first activity concerns the
construction of an easily accessible infrastructure for practicing sport by
people with disabilities, and the second measure is intended to support
the implementation of programmes and projects. It should be stressed that
this Programme is not the first document referring to the issue of accessibility of public infrastructure by people with disabilities. In the context
of the national report the Programme is only mentioned as an example of
most recent document containing some relevant references to people with
disabilities.
Similarly, the Action Plan for Implementation of the National Strategy for
People with Disabilities 2016–2020 envisages five measures dealing with
sport for people with disabilities within the Priority 6 “Provision of access
to sport, leisure, tourism and participation in cultural activities”. More specifically, the measures include the following aspects:
•

Measure 1: Providing conditions and opportunities for local sport
clubs to expand the range of people with disabilities and their participation in sport activities in order to improve their fitness, to make use
of their free time and their social integration;

•

Measure 2: Providing conditions and opportunities for inclusion of
people with disabilities to participate in sport activities in their free
time;

•

Measure 3: Providing opportunities for training and participation in
sport competitions;

•

Measure 4: Providing conditions and opportunities for school students
with special educational needs to take part in sport competitions; and

•

Measure 5: Providing access to sports facilities for people with disabilities.

The main mechanism for funding activities of sport federations developing sport for people with disabilities is the Programme for Development of
Sport for People with Disabilities. This instrument has been operating since
2016 and the grants are provided by the MYS’ budget. The programme
combines and integrates activities under all previously separated programmes aimed at supporting physical activity and sport for people with
disabilities. Sport federations can apply for financial grants with projects. It
is open not only for ‘specialised’ national sport governing bodies (e.g. Bulgarian Paralympic Federation), but also to all other federations developing
sports for people with disabilities. In this way, the largest possible number
of athletes with disabilities, sports practiced, competitions, including the
preparation and participation of elite athletes in international sport events,
as well as their material and technical provision are covered.
The main goal of the programme is to create conditions and opportunities to support sport organisations providing sport opportunities to people
with disabilities in order to either overcome social isolation or facilitate
their integration and adaptation in society, with an emphasis on children
and youth. It includes two separate strands within which sports federations
developing sports for people with disabilities are financially supported, including ‘Sport competitions for people with disabilities’ and ‘Leisure sport
for people with disabilities’. In 2020, seven national sport federations have
received funding of 662,000 Euros.

STRUCTURAL SETTINGS OF PARASPORT

—

The main Paralympic sport governing body in the country is Bulgarian
Paralympic Federation (BPF). In line with the new Physical Education and
Sport Act, BPF has the status of multisport federation. It is recognised by
the Ministry of Youth and Sport (MYS) as the sole eligible national sport
organisation to administer and develop Paralympic sports within the country as well as to represent Bulgaria in international sport competitions, including the Paralympic Games. Currently, BPF has 15 affiliated member
clubs comprising 1,028 registered para athletes in 16 sports. The number
of athletes over 18 years old taking part in sport competitions is 390, plus
120 athletes in school age. This represents the group of elite competitors
who are usually selected for the national Paralympic teams. The explanation of the difference between the total number of registered para athletes
and the core of these 510 athletes is that BPF focuses predominantly on
high performance in international sport competitions. This is largely due to
the MYS’s policy of providing funding in exchange of medals and rankings.
Concerning the support to elite para athletes, the MYS provides financial
rewards to athletes with high achievements, as well as lifetime pensions for
Paralympic medalists who have ceased their active sport career. Moreover,
the financial rewarding of athletes with disabilities takes place only for
World and European Championships held by the International Paralympic
Committee (IPC) and the International Committee of Sports for the Deaf
(ICSD) for sports and disciplines that are included in the programme of the
Paralympic Games.
The lack of capacity has been identified as a key barrier for BPF. It is understaffed and consisting of only 1 full time officer and an aged chairman
as the main human resource. BPF is well aware about the importance of
DC but the practical implementation of any policy measures and assistance
programmes is contingent on the building of a sufficient administrative and
human capacity.

—
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National sport federations that develop Paralympic sports include:
•

Athletics

•

Cycling

•

Para ice hockey

•

Powerlifting

•

Rowing

•

Swimming

•

Table tennis

•

Wheelchair basketball

•

Wheelchair tennis

K E Y S TA K E H O L D E R S A N D S P E C I F I C S U P P O R T
M E A S U R E S T O PA R A AT H L E T E S ’ D C
The Law on PE & Sport and the Law on Higher Education allow for top-level athletes to be admitted at both upper and lower general and vocational
secondary education schools (ISCED level 2-5) and higher education establishments (ISCED level 6-7) without an entrance examination. For instance,
Article 54 of the new LPES stipulates that upon proposal by the Minister of
Youth and Sport and after approval by the Minister of Education and Science, medalists from Olympic Games, World and European championships
can be admitted at secondary schools upon completion of grade VII, regardless of their exam grades from the national external assessment and outside the approved admission plan under the Law on Pre-school and School
Education (LPSSE). Similarly, the LHE (Art. 68, par. 6 as of 01/03/2016)
permits medalists from the above category of international sport events
to be admitted to higher schools/universities without an entry exam. The
admission procedure is made at the request of the Minister of Youth and
Sport outside the approved annual number of students being admitted under the LHE, and after a decision made by the academic authorities of the
relevant HE institution.
The dominant mechanism for implementing talented and elite athletes’ DC
policy and support at primary, secondary and upper secondary levels in the
country is the well-established network of 25 specialised sport schools of
which 6 are state-funded, via the MYS, and the rest of 19 are financed by
the respective local authorities’ budgets. The admission process is organised within the range between grades V to XII. The system of sport schools
is a main avenue for athletes to reach the Bulgarian national/Olympic teams
and can be defined as a network of DC assistant programmes facilitating
talented Bulgarian athletes’ combination of sport and studies. Nevertheless, it should be underlined that young talented athletes with disabilities
are effectively excluded from admission in sport schools. A clarification is
needed here. The current situation is that the admission of young athletes
with disabilities is rather an exception than a well-established practice. So
this cannot be seen a structural issue and establishing some parallel set of
sport schools, specially adapted for young athletes with disabilities would
not relevant and effective. Furthermore, the prevailing public attitudes to
sports schools is rather negative and many parents are often reluctant to
let their children enter sport school. In the case of young athletes with
disabilities they normally study in traditional public schools. The reality of
many of the today’s sport schools in the country is that not the most talented and promising young athletes are being enrolled, but any applicant
would be readily considered eligible, as schools are vying for students and
public money that follow them in order to survive.
In general, the environment supporting talented athletes’ DC provision in
Bulgaria still lacks a formal network of parasport friendly regular schools in

upper general and vocational secondary education (ISCED level 2-5) which
to permit elite sport or align themselves with elite sport to provide curricula flexibility for para athletes to train and compete in their own sporting environment. Whilst any structural cooperation may seem to be attractive for
Paralympic organisations (e.g. BPF or clubs), for regular schools it is rather
problematic, as it demands certain adjustments such as reorganisation in
the curriculum to incorporate the specific needs and training sessions of
athletes with disablities. This conjecture creates tension in the sense that
different educational institutions have their own habitual ways of action,
which are difficult to modify so as to serve the DC purpose (e.g. tolerating
student-athletes with disabilities’ absences, creating extra teaching assistance for them).
Concerning the Bulgarian higher education institutions and their adaptation to accommodate the delivery of education to elite para athletes who
wish to proceed with their DC at HE level, there appears to be the isolated
case of a well-established set of DC support practices, led by the National
Sports Academy (NSA), and laissez faire type of approach towards educational services to elite student-athletes including para athletes, which is
followed by the rest of HE providers.
NSA is the only higher school fully specialised in providing sport education
in Bulgaria and holds the leading market position in the ranking system of
university structures in the field of sport education. NSA appears to be the
largest provider of structured DC support services to accommodate elite
athletes’ needs in the country. It also serves as a natural conduit to student-athletes who graduated secondary schools and wish to obtain higher
sport education. Medalists from Olympic and Paralympic Games, World
and European championships are admitted by right without entry exams.
National champions participate in the competition standing for admission
but they are automatically awarded an excellent mark in the practical entry
exam.

—

Specific study-related assistance for all student-athletes includes, inter alia,
individual study plan (from the first through the third year of study), individualised study arrangements, flexibility in time-tabling and exam dates,
extended term-time, individual tutoring, equal access to delivery of courses, and distance learning in three programmes offered at Master level. In
regard to their sporting pursuits student-athletes, including those with disabilities, can train free of charge at the campus sport facilities; have an
accessibility to professors and personal coaches who are qualified to work
with athletes with disabilities; and use the services of the specialised rehabilitation center. In addition to the above forms of facilitating dual career,
athletes who have a degree of disability over 70% do not pay semester
tuition fee as well as enjoy a special concession when they need to be accommodated in the student dormitory. NSA also offers a study prorgamme
in Adapted Physical Activity and Sport which enables graduates to work
with people with disabilities.
Study programmes are delivered in three faculties: Faculty of Sport (preparing coaches in more than 60 sports), Faculty of Pedagogy (preparing PE
tearchers) and Faculty of Public Health, Healthcare and Tourism (preparing
sport & tourism animators and kinesiotherapists. The Academy offers programmes in coaching, PE, leisure and recreational activities, and sport management at Bachelor (four years of study), Master (one year of study) and
PhD degree. Students’ career development and employability is supported
by the Center for Career Development which is part of the NSA structure.
During the course of their study they are also able both to continue their
active athletic career by competing for their clubs and to engage in curricula and extra curricula practical training within the university multisport
club, comprising over 30 sports. Three programmes, namely sport management, fitness & health, and youth activities & sport at Master level are
offered in three forms of study: full-time, part-time, and distance learning.
In addition, the Center for Postgraduate Qualification provides educational
and training courses in various areas for postgraduate students who obtain
a certificate of vocational qualification.
In Bulgaria, despite the existence of study grants for students generally,
special provisions or arrangements for elite athletes are not institution-

—

P A R A d i g : D u a l - Tr a c k C a r e e r s f o r P a r a A t h l e t e s

alised, but decided by the particular HE institution. For example, it is not
uncommon practice of in-kind support when a few universities grant a
scholarship for outstanding athletic achievements, provide free of charge
campus dormitory or coupons for canteen. This kind of one per semester scholarship may be granted on the basis of the Decree № 90 of the
Council of Ministers (enforced since 2000) permitting up to 5% of the total amount of scholarships distributed to the state-funded universities to
be bestowed to full-time students with special achievements in the fields
of science, sport, and arts. Again, the final decision rests upon each autonomous HE institution. Some of the universities have ad hoc links with
sport federations and clubs, but these tend to be inconsistent and it is not
rare, for example, when examinations and sporting commitments clash, for
faculties to refuse to make exceptions. There are, however, some rectors
and academic staff who are relatively supportive in providing flexibility and
concessions afforded to elite athletes with respect to the completion of
courses, absences from lectures or exam dates. Many universities also offer distance learning programmes to attract prospective students including
athletes with disabilities.
Currently only a handful of top-level athletes in Bulgaria enjoy sustainable
DC support in place – others need to find other informal ways in pursuing DC. That is, athletes who have won medals from the Olympic Games,
World or European competitions can benefit effectively from the existing
statutory and permissive legislation or educational establishments’ internal
support practices. For instance, there is a well-established practice active
or former top athletes to be employed in the system of Ministries of Inferior or Defense. Some former elite athletes are often appointed as experts
in charge of sport activities within municipal departments as well. Also, the
LPES allows for top-level performers (e.g., medalists from the Olympic and
Paralympic Games) to receive a pension for life, once they terminated their
competitive career. It is not unusual that retired elite athletes stay involved
in sport by being elected at top executive positions within their national
federations. In reality, many former athletes who did not succeed to materialise their athletic potential decide to stay in sport by becoming coaches,
PE teachers or running their own sport club.
For those who are not at the elite level by the time they are engaged in
study commitments, there seems to be a laissez faire type of approach towards athletes’ DC in Bulgaria. In many cases, which tend to prevail in the
country at the present, the student-athletes should rely predominantly on
their personal endeavour and skills or on the good will of school/university teachers, principals and rectors rather than a well-functioning support
system. Although in some cases sport federations are fully aware of student-athletes’ needs and are prepared to support them by providing the
necessary documentary evidence to educational institutions when athletes
ask for special arrangements to be made because of athletic commitments,
in such a situation athletes can experience inequitable treatment by their
sport organisations and/or by secondary school/HE institutions. This conjecture can also be rendered to the lack of sufficient knowledge about DC
demands so establishing partnerships between educational institutions
and sport organisations is crucial for developing an effective DC system
in Bulgaria.
The same also applies to para athletes who are to combine their sporting
and/or academic pursuits with work in order to secure a financial living
out of their underfunded sports. In this sense, they should negotiate their
DC with employers who may or may not be supportive in providing more
flexible schedules. This clearly highlights the importance of a special policy
backed by an incentive-based national legislation to engage much more actively employers from the private sector. Indeed, gaining flexibility in study
or work arrangements is very often a matter of personal negotiation skills.
On the other hand, this illuminates the importance of individual agency and
policy advocacy, which are significant influences in the adoption of special
measures.
Currently, in their totality, the national sport governing bodies, including
their affiliated clubs and staff, who are expected to cater for the holistic
development of their elite athletes, are rather passive (i.e. acting reactively
instead of proactively), at best, or unintentionally neglect this critical is-

sue. Two main reasons can be pointed out here. The first one concerns the
dominant culture of the whole Bulgarian sporting environment which has
traditionally promoted high performance ethos over the values of education for life. There is much evidence that among young gifted athletes some
have had to seriously compromise their educational development in favour
of a potential elite sporting career. The reality for the majority of elite athletes is that even though they may be very successful on the professional
sporting scene they will never make a living out of their sport and will have
to think of some alternative ways to back up themselves during and after
their athletic career. The second reason is related to the perceived lack of
sufficient capacity within the sport organisations operating at national and
local levels to deal with athletes’ DC by investing in sustainable DC support
systems based on an idiosyncratic approach and multilayered partnerships,
and creating and maintaining sports-specific DC development environments. In this regard, for the first time a national umbrella sport organisation, the Bulgarian Olympic Committee, has recently initiated a DC support
project aimed at facilitating post-athletic career adaptation of elite athletes
and coaches.
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C R O AT I A

People with disabilities at a glance
According to the Hrvatski zavod za javno zdravstvo (Croatian Institute for
Public Health), in Croatia, there are 511,281 persons with disabilities, of
which 307.647 are men (60%) and 203,634 are women (40%) and thus
persons with disabilities make up about 12.4% of the total population of
the Republic of Croatia. About 66% of people with disabilities, according
to available data on education, have not completed primary school or have
only primary education. About 25% have a high school diploma while 3%
have a college or university degree ready. Special education was recorded
in 6% of people with disabilities. The egzact number of people with disability in the college or university has not been recorded because sudents with
disabilities are not required to register as students with disabilities ifthey
feel they would be further stigmatized by this. But if they want to exercise
the right toa certain form of adjustment or support during the study, it
is necessary to instructrequest and attach all necessary documentation to
prove their status.
By the June 30, 2020, 150,651 unemployed persons were registered with
the Croatian Employment Service, of whom 6,309 are persons with disabil-

—
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ities, accounting for 4.2%. In relation to the same period last year (5,395),
the number of unemployed persons with disabilities in the records of the
Employment Service increased by 16.9%. Considering the gender structure, they predominate in the records of the Croatian Employment Service
men with disabilities, 3,471 (55%). There are 2,838 unemployed women
with disabilities (45%). Total number of 530 persons with disabilities were
included in active policy measures, of which 325men and 205 women.Percentage of employed persons with disabilities in the total number of all
employed persons from the records of the Croatian Employment Service
is 1.8% (the share of employed male persons with disabilities is 2.4% and
women 1.3%). In the education of the unemployed in the first six months
of 2020, 33 persons were included (16 men and 17 women), an increase of
17.9% over the same period last year when they included 28.

N AT I O N A L L E G I S L AT I O N , S T R AT E G I E S A N D P O L I C I E S
TA R G E T E D T O S P O R T PA R T I C I PAT I O N O F P E O P L E
WITH DISABILITIES
1.

National Strategy for Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with
Disabilities
The Republic of Croatia as a member of the United Nations, the European Union and the Council of Europe and a signatory to all key conventions and standards in the field of social andeconomic security of
citizens, has committed itself to protecting and promoting the human
rights of persons with disabilities so that they can participate equally
incivic, political, economic, social and cultural areas of life. Its commitment to the full realization of all fundamental human rights of personswith Disabilities, the Republic of Croatia was the third country in
the world to confirm the signing of the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.people in 2007, showing that it
wants to follow the path of progress by fully respecting the principles
of the Convention and the rights of persons with disabilities.

2.

Sports Act
The Sports Act is a document which determines the goals and tasks of
the development of sports, the activities necessary for the implementation of these goals and tasks, and determines the holders of development and measures to control its implementation. The Sports Act is
passed by the Croatian Parliament at the proposal of the Government
of the Republic of Croatia for a period of eight years. The Act contains
programmes to create conditions for playing sports in the educational
system, programmes to create conditions for achieving top results of
Croatian athletes at international competitions, and programmes to
create conditions for recreational sports to protect and improve the
health of citizens of the Republic of Croatia. The law determines the
obligations of state bodies and bodies of local and regional self-government units and the City of Zagreb, the Croatian Olympic Committee, the Croatian Paralympic Committee, the Croatian Deaf Sports
Federation, national sports federations and sports communities in
implementing the established tasks. Under the programme, the athlete has the right to use sports facilities, professional work services,
compensation for travel expenses, compensation for accommodation
costs and meals on time, competitions and preparations, compensation for enhanced nutrition and prizes for sports achievements in accordance with the regulation, general act or decision of the competent
authority. Prizes for sports achievements of athletes are considered to
be prizes determined according to the Act on Categorization of Athletes and the Rulebook on Criteria for Awarding Prizes issued by the
Minister at the proposal of the Croatian Olympic Committee, the Croatian Paralympic Committee, Croatian Sports Association of the Deaf,
sports associations at the level of cities and counties, ie national sports
associations, county and city sports communities and sports clubs. A
categorized athlete is eligible for a sports scholarship. Scholarships for
categorized athletes are paid by the Croatian Olympic Committee, the
Croatian Paralympic Committee and the Croatian Sports Association
of the Deaf, county and city sports communities and sports clubs, in
accordance with their general acts. A categorized athlete may enroll,

attend and complete primary and secondary education according to
special conditions prescribed by the Minister, and higher education
only if it is not contrary to the principles of university autonomy.
An athlete who has won a medal at the Olympic Games, Paralympic
Games and the Deaf Olympics by playing for the Republic of Croatia is
entitled to a tuition subsidy for higher education. Funds for tuition will
be provided in the state budget.
3.

National Sports Programme 2019 – 2026
The National Sports Programme 2019-2026 towards a healthy and
active nation proud of sporting success is the first development act
of planning and an important starting point for thinking and achieving
the future of Croatian sport. In the future, we see Croatia as a country
of great sports results and a country where citizens live a healthy and
active life. In order to achieve such a future, all stakeholders in the
sports system must, through clearly defined tasks, act in synchrony
and directed towards achieving the set goals.Continuous achievement
of top sports results would certainly not be possible without the help
of umbrella sports associations and their members, which take care
not only of the development of top and amateur sports, but also the
development of sports for people with disabilities and school and academic sports. Their synergistic action enables the development of
many sports, which directly results in the expansion of the base for
the development of top athletes through an increase in the number of
clubs and athletes, and indirectly encourages physical activity beneficial to health.
Pursuant to the Sports Act, which stipulates in Article 7, paragraph 5,
an athlete who won a medal for the Republic of Croatia at the Olympic Games, Paralympic Games and the Deaf Olympics is entitled to
a tuition subsidy for higher education in 2017. For the first time in
the state budget of the Republic of Croatia, funds for tuition subsidies
were provided, so for the academic year 2017/18. and 2018/19. The
Central State Office for Sports, conducted a competition for the award
of tuition subsidies at higher education institutions to top athletes.

—

In secondary education programmes, there are class departments for
athletes (gymnasium programme), in which the method of teaching is
adapted to the daily obligations of student-athletes through a mentoring approach to work. Students receive sports performance points
on the basis of which, in addition to school performance points, they
are entitled to enroll in classrooms for athletes, in accordance with the
criteria set by the national sports federations. However, the education
of athletes through primary, secondary and higher education has been
adjusted in the secondary school system in the departments for athletes, while in the rest of the education system additional adjustment
is needed to support athletes in the system.

STRUCTURAL SETTINGS OF PARASPORT
Croatian Paralympic Committee (HPO) is the highest non-governmental
national sports association of athletes with disabilities. Founded in 1964,
until today it has been organised by Paralympic standards and principles of
international Paralympic movement. Croatian Paralympic Committee promotes appropriate sport for people with disabilities, or sport activity of
people with disabilities, adjusted activities of its members, organizes and
implements a system of sports competitions for disabled persons, regulates issues relating to the registration of disabled athletes, the status of
athletes and other sport workers, the disciplinary responsibility of athletes
and sports professionals, care for the improvement of professional work
and training professionals and the improvement of sporting achievements,
care of categorized athletes with disabilities, cooperating with government
bodies, and performs other tasks set by a valid Sports Act and the regulations of HPO. In order to achieve the above objectives and tasks, Croatian
Paralympic Committee cooperates with European and international federations, organizations that promote the development of youth sport, relevant
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national and international government bodies, as well as other bodies and
organizations when necessary. Members of the Croatian Paralympic Committee are National Sports Federations (15), Regional sports federations
(11) and Municipal Sports Associations of Persons with Disabilities (10).
Furthermore, Croatian Paralympic Committee is a member of the International Paralympic Committee (International Paralympic Committee - IPC)
and the European Paralympic Committee (European Paralympic Committee
- EPC).
The Republic of Croatia has about 1,600 athletes with disabilities included
in the programmes of the Croatian Paralympic Committee. So far, Croatia is
proud of 21 Paralympic medals (19 Summer Paralympic/ 2 Winter Paralympic) in its twenty-eight years of participation in the Games.

K E Y S TA K E H O L D E R S A N D S P E C I F I C S U P P O R T
M E A S U R E S T O PA R A AT H L E T E S ’ D C T
The main stakedolders in assisting para athletes' DC are:
•

Croatian Paralympic Committee and its members;

•

The Ministry of Science, Education and Sports;

•

The Ministry of Turism and Sports of the Republic of Croatia;

•

The Central State Office of Sports;

•

Faculty of Kinesiology (Osijek, Zagreb, Split);

•

Associations of persons with disabilities;

•

Schools for people with disabilities.

Dual career is a multidimensional concept that includes special conditions
and professional support for athletes in education and sporting careers, or
employment and sporting careers, for the purpose of continuing a career
in sports or other activities after a sports career. Thus, the then Ministry
of Science, Education and Sports, as one of the partners to the Croatian
Olympic Committee and in cooperation with other partners, implemented the project "Categorized Athletes in the Education System" and drafted
a "Recommendation on Study Conditions for Categorized Athletes". The
recommendation was made by the Rector's Assembly of Higher Education
Institutions of the Republic of Croatia at a session held in Rijeka on April
22, 2009. The aim of the project was to harmonize the study obligations
with the obligations of categorized athletes with regard to preparatory and
competitive activities, and to enable categorized athletes a second career
after completing sports. In addition to the project "Categorized athletes in
the education system", the COC in cooperation with the competent ministry carried out activities within the second project: Athletes and education
2012-2016, which organized promotional days "For career and after sports
career", conducted research in cooperation with HŠSS and HASS and
signed an Agreement between the COC, the Rectors' Assembly of the Republic of Croatia and HASS (2015). At the proposal of the Commission for
the Implementation of the Agreement, on November 4, 2016, the Rectors
'Assembly adopted the Rules of the Rectors' Assembly on the Study of Athlete Students at Higher Education Institutions of the Republic of Croatia,
which regulates study rules and conditions at higher education institutions
of the Republic of Croatia in order to develop student sports. The COC
proposed and adopted, on September 4, 2017, the "National Programme
for the Development of Sports Careers and Careers after Sports Careers
2017-2020."
•

The Ministry of Turism and Sports of the Republic of Croatia

The Ministry of Tourism and Sports of the Republic of Croatia has announced
a financial support for subsidizing tuition fees at all higher education institutions in the Republic of Croatia in all professions for top athletes, i.e.
students who have won medals at the Olympic Games, Paralympic Games
and Olympic Games for the Deaf. With this financial support, the Ministry

of Tourism and Sports has provided regular education for top athletes, and
encouraged dual careers.
•

The Central State Office of Sports

The Central State Office of Sports has recognized the need for greater involvement of children and youth at risk of social exclusion and / or persons
with disabilities in the community through sport. Therefore, through the
Operational Programme Effective Human Resources 2014-2020, he initiated cooperation and together with the Ministry of Labor and Pensions,
the Ministry of Demography, Family, Youth and Social Policy and the National Foundation for Civil Society Development in 2018 prepared the ESF
call "Inclusion children and young people at risk of social exclusion and
people with disabilities and children with disabilities into the community
through sport ”.The objectives of the Call are to increase the availability of
free sports facilities for children and young people at risk of social exclusion
and to improve access to and participation in sports facilities for people
with disabilities and children with disabilities (including infrastructural interventions to ensure accessibility to sports facilities). increasing their social inclusion.
•

Zaklada Paraolimpijac (Paralympic Foundation)

Every year, the Zaklada Paraolimpijac announces call for proposal in the
field of education to help athletes with disabilities through scholarships.
This allows athletes regular education, career building, and easier employment, all of which benefit the dual career.
•

ActivOSI

Rijeka Sports Association for persons with disabilities is non-profit organisation based in city of Rijeka in Primorsko-goranska region, whose objectives are development and spreading of sport between disabled people,
development of sports and recreation activities of disabled people, encouraging of top sports creativities and conditions generation for top sporting
achievements, as well as promoting educational functions of sport, fair
play, understanding, tolerance and responsibility in sport.
According to research, the unemployment rate for people with disabilities is 30 to 50% higher relative to the rest of the population. One of the
reasons for the high unemployment rate of people with disabilities is the
insufficient level of education as well lack of skills that would enable members of the target group to compete in the labor market. The reason why
the process of involving people with disability on the labor market has not
yielded better results can be sought in the insufficiently flexible educational system.

—

Existing education programmes, vocational training and development programmes do not adequately follow the needs of the labor market, and are
often not enough adapted to the needs and abilities of persons with disabilities. By mastering various knowledge and skills and raising the professional
level, people with disability gain self-confidence, but also status in society.
Every person with a disability wants to achieve complete socialization in
society, to equalize with others, and even threatening them in various skills.
In this endeavor, sports and recreational activities have a special role.
By accepting the National equalization of opportunities for people with
disabilities, the importance of recreation, leisure and sports, both for children with disabilities, has been confirmed, as well as for people with disabilities of both sexes and all age groups. A special role in the development
of sports and sports-recreational activities for people with professionals
have a disability. Expert associates of the Croatian Paralympic Committee
have developed a training curriculum for jobs of the leader of sports and
recreational activities for persons with disabilities, which is the starting
point for further forms of professional training and advanced training and
implementation of various forms of lifelong education of persons with disabilities. At the end of the programme participants acquire competencies
for performing professional activities in sports and recreational activities of
persons with disabilities, in accordance with the Sports Act.
The training was conducted at locations in Rijeka and Zagreb. In each city,

—
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classes was attended by 15 people, mostly athletes with disabilities who
are in the HPOs sports system. The curriculum was implemented through
a regular form of teaching, and includes theoretical lectures, exercises and
practical classes. In order to increase competitiveness and employability
persons with disabilities, informal education of persons with disabilities
was conducted for the acquisition of knowledge and skills in the field of
informatics, ie work on the computer, in order to be educated for the jobs
required in the market. Non-formal education also included training people
with disabilities for event management in sports after which the participants was trained to organize sports competitions, promotion of sports and
its development for persons with disabilities. In order to develop soft skills,
workshops conducted aimed at raising self-confidence and strengthening
social skills.
The target group of the project consists of 30 unemployed adults with disabilities, mostly athletes with disabilities who are in the HPOs sports system. The education was fully adapted to specificneeds of the target group,
and was contribute to the quality of their education.
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GREECE

People with disabilities at a glance
According to the GALI (Global Activity Limitation Index) people with severe or moderate activity/disability in Greece constitute 24.7% of the population, of which 1,014,177 people have severe disability/activity (11.2
% of the population), while a number of 1,217,020 people (13.5%), are
estimated to have moderately reduced their activity due to a long-term
health problem. At the productive ages of 20-64, 889,389 people, 14% of
the population, are estimated to have some degree of disability, of which
359,244 have severe disability.
The employment rate of people with severe disabilities aged 20-64 years
was estimated to be at an extremely low level of 24.2%, remaining 33.4
points lower than the price it receives for the disabled population (57.6%),
while compared to the national target of the "Europe 2020" Strategy for
employment, it is 46 points behind. It is worth noting that, subtracting from
the total number of people with severe disabilities aged 20-64 those who
declare "Unsuitable for work due to disability", the employment rate of the
category reaches only 31.8%. The unemployment rate is very high in the
population of people with severe disabilities, reaching 39%. In the category
of people with moderate disability, 29.3% are unemployed, while in the
population of people without disabilities, unemployment is estimated at
24.6%. Unemployment rates are extremely high in the population of people with severe disabilities, and especially in the ages from 25 to 39 years
where the index exceeds 40% in all age groups. The unemployment rate is
highest among young people aged 25-29 with severe disabilities, where it
is estimated to be 58.2% (compared to 40.9% of people without disabilities).
90,743 students with disabilities and / or special educational needs in the

school year 2017-2018- 6.3% of the country's students. 57.3% of students
with disabilities and / or special educational needs in general schools do
not receive specialized support, but are supported only by the general education teacher. In secondary school only 1 in 10 receives specialized support. 35% of the students of the integration departments have been placed
without any evaluation by a diagnostic body. Only 7% of students with
disabilities and / or special educational needs was supported with parallel
support, of which 8 out of 10 for less than 20 hours per week.
In 2012, the General Secretariat of Sports issued the institutional framework for access for people with disabilities to the country's sports facilities.
Although the institutional framework made the accessibility of people with
disabilities mandatory in sports centers, in practice it was implemented only
to a very small extent. In 2000, the Adapted Sports Culture Development
Center (KAPPA 2000) was established in Thessaloniki, which is aimed primarily at athletes with disabilities in Northern Greece. Nowadays, KAPPA
2000 is underperforming as a result of mismanagement. Just a few weeks
ago (June 2020) the Deputy Minister of Sports announced the creation of
a new sports center for people with disabilities in Attica in order to serve
not only athletes with disabilities in the region of Attica (Attica population
is about 5 million) but also all of Greece.
The licensing process of sports centers has been underway for about 5-6
years. A parameter of the licensing of sports centers is their accessibility. Unfortunately, even this effort has not succeeded in making the sports
centers accessible in their entirety. In 2019, the relevant ministers gave
the heads of the sports centers a one-year deadline for the harmonization
of the sports facilities with the safety standards. Through the "Pelopas"
programme, for the first time, all the sports centers of the country are recorded. This process is in progress (July 2020)

PA R A AT H L E T E S R E L AT E D P O L I C I E S W I T H I N T H E
BROADER POLICY CONTEXT

—

Policies for athletes with disabilities in relation to both education and work
are no different from those for athletes without disabilities. While one
would expect athletes with disabilities to rely more on state and society, in
practice athletes with disabilities are still claiming their equality with athletes without disabilities. That is, they claim that the beneficial provisions
of the laws that apply to athletes without disabilities also apply to athletes
with disabilities, e.g. access to higher education, a workplace of Paralympians in public sector, etc. For example, very recently (2019) a law was passed
recognizing the sport of kidney patients and transplantation and the sport
of Special Olympics. So, the athletes of these categories can now be supported like all the other athletes.
There are no special provisions for athletes with disabilities who are also
students. Athletes with disabilities can make use of the beneficial provisions of the law on the one hand as people with disabilities and on the
other as athletes. Some of the beneficial provisions of the law that apply to
athletes are the following:
Athletes who in official competitions (national, pan-European, world, etc.)
can be excused from their classes and are still entitled in case of exams to
be examined on another day from the official day of the exam;
•

Until 2010, athletes who won a national medal and at the same time
performed well at school or university were rewarded by the state with
a small scholarship. In 2000, however, due to the general economic
crisis in the country, this scholarship was abolished;

•

A very important law that motivates student-athletes is their scoring
for entering universities depending on their success at the national
or global level. In some cases, they can be admitted without exams to
university departments (something that does not apply to the general
public);

—
•
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Finally, for athletes who achieve very high distinctions e.g. one of the
top three places in world championships or the Olympics, a reward is
provided for both of them and their coaches. In this case, it is probably
the only case where athletes with disabilities are different from other
athletes. For example, athletes with disabilities who win one of the
top six places in the Paralympic Games are entitled to a reward, as
opposed to athletes without disabilities where only those who win one
of the top three places in the Olympic Games are entitled to a reward.

People with disabilities rely on their own efforts to enter the labour market
in a variety of ways. For example, subsidy programmes are implemented for
their salary or grants are given for the creation of a business, etc. There is
no special care for athletes with disabilities. As for the opportunities given
to athletes with disabilities to enter the labour market, these do not differ
from the opportunities given to body-abled athletes and in practice are not
many. As long as the sport schools existed (they were abolished in 2011),
the athletes with success at the national and international level had additional points for teaching their sport. The only beneficial provision that
remains for the athletes and their entry into the labour market is their appointment to the Greek State in case of Olympic or Paralympic medal. But
also, in this case the implementation of the law requires a Presidential Decree which for various reasons e.g. financial crisis, not signed in due time.

STRUCTURAL SETTINGS OF PARA SPORT
In Greece, until 2019 there was no database with athletes with disabilities. In 2019, the General Secretary for Sports announced the "Hilon" programme, which aimed, among other things, at the full registration of athletes in the federations in order to more fairly distribute the budget of the
Ministry for the country's sports federations. Although under the law the
federations should have an online register of athletes, few have implemented it. The sports federations that have athletes with disabilities are the
National Sports Federation of Persons with Disabilities (EAOM) which is
responsible for organising about 17 championships for people with disabilities, the Federation of Greek Wheelchair Basketball Associations, which
is primarily responsible for the wheelchair basketball, the Hellenic Sports
Federation of the Deaf, which is responsible for organising tournaments
for the hearing impaired, and the newly formed Hellenic Athletic Federation of Kidney Patients and Transplants, which is responsible for organising
tournaments for kidney patients or transplant athletes. These four federations are exclusively for athletes with disabilities, while there are still some
federations (e.g. triathlon, rowing, sailing) which in a murky legal landscape
include athletes with disabilities in their leagues. This is because by law
a sports club can be either a sports club for people with disabilities or a
sports club for people without disabilities. In other words, athletes with
and without disabilities cannot be members of it at the same time. Given,
therefore, that the registered athletes with disabilities in the largest sports
federation of people with disabilities in Greece is EAOM which has 3,185
registered athletes then and given that almost all athletes with disabilities
are registered with EAOM, it means that athletes with disabilities in Greece
are about 3,500.
In Greece, a club is recognized by the court of first instance where its headquarters are located, while in order to be recognized as a sports club by the
General Secretariat of Sports of the country, some additional conditions
must be met according to the sports law in force. According to the sports
law, a sports club can not have athletes with or without disabilities. The
turbulent landscape of the country's sports legislation has allowed in some
cases a club to have both athletes with disabilities and athletes without
disabilities in very limited cases.
Very recently, only in May 2020, a programme of registration of sports clubs
was launched, which has all the necessary legal documents required by the
General Secretariat of Sports and defined by the sports law to recognize
these clubs as sports. Therefore, this database will record the sports clubs

which will be officially recognized by the General Secretariat of Sports and
will be able to enjoy the privileges of the state such as grants, participation
in electoral processes of federations, etc. But there are also sports clubs
which do not have the necessary legal documents to be recognized by the
General Secretariat of Sports but nevertheless have athletes with disabilities who can participate in the championships for people with disabilities.
Therefore, at present we can record all sports clubs that are recognized by
the court of first instance and are members of sports federations of people
with disabilities. More specifically, we have the following entities:
•

National Sports Federation of Persons with Disabilities – 88 sports
clubs;

•

Federation of Greek Wheelchair Basketball Associations – 18 sports
clubs;

•

Hellenic Sports Federation of the Deaf – 8 sports clubs;

•

Hellenic Athletic Federation of Kidney Patients and Transplants – 6
sports clubs.

Also, eight clubs are registered in two sports federation. Therefore, the
total number of sports clubs for people with disabilities in Greece is 112.

K E Y S TA K E H O L D E R S A N D S P E C I F I C S U P P O R T
M E A S U R E S T O PA R A AT H L E T E S ’ D C
The research undertaken in Greece identified the following key stakeholders who are somehow engaged in supporting para athletes:

—

•

Hellenic Paralympic Committee – responsible for the Greek Paralympic Team;

•

National Sports Federation of Persons with Disabilities – the federation responsible for the development of 17 para sports;

•

Federation of Greek Wheelchair Basketball Associations - the federation responsible for the development of wheelchair basketball;

•

Hellenic Sports Federation of the Deaf – the federation responsible for
the development of sports for deaf;

•

Hellenic Athletic Federation of Kidney Patients and Transplants – the
federation responsible for the development of sports for kidney patients and transplants;

•

Hellenic Association of Paralympic winners – the association of
Paralympic winners responsible for supporting of the paralympians.

The National Sports Federation of Persons with Disabilities (EAOM) appears
to be a significant supporter to Greek para athletes. EAOM was founded in
2002 and operates in accordance with the Sports Law like the other Sports
Federations in Greece. It represents all categories of athletes with motor
disabilities (amputation, spinal cord injury, cerebral palsy, etc.), mental disability and visual impairments. EAOM is legally recognized and a member of
all International Sports Federations and Organisations by disability category and by sport who are members of the International Paralympic Committee (IPC). It is responsible for holding Panhellenic championships, cups, the
formation of national teams and the competitive preparation of athletes
for all domestic and international competitions. Alghough the federation
does not implement dual career programmes for athletes with disabilities;
it deals with them on a case by case basis. In order to join the EAOM, an
athlete with a disability must register in one of sports clubs and obtain an
Athletic Identification Card. The athletes of EAOM have the right to participate through their clubs, in games organised by the federation (Panhellenic
championships, cups, conferences) as well as in international games. The
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direct collaborators of EAOM are the General Secretariat of Sports, the
International Paralympic Committee and the International sport federations whose sports are developed by EAOM. EAOM strongly believes there
should be cooperation of the federation with external partners specialised
in dual career issues.
Apart from the Paralympic Committee and the EAOM where one can find
some people that could help para athletes with their DC, there is no other
federation or association in the whole of disability sports that deals with
dual career issues of athletes with disabilities. In higher education there are
two universities, mainly University of Peloponnese and Democritus University of Thrace with professors who deal with the dual career of athletes,
but without having made any special approach to athletes with disabilities.
Finally, as far as the state is concerned, the General Secretariat of Sports
does not have any officer in charge of the dual career of athletes with or
without disabilities.
Although none of the stakeholders has developed a policy regarding the
dual careers of athletes with disabilities in both the Hellenic Paralympic
Committee and the National Sports Federation of Persons with Disabilities,
there is a person to whom an athlete can approach to. For the Hellenic
Paralympic Committee this person is Dr. Kalyvas, while for the National
Sports Federation of Persons with Disabilities this is Mr. Mathas. Focused
interviews were conducted with both of them.
1.

Dr. Kalyvas Vasilios – Sport and Education Instructor – Hellenic
Paralympic Committee.

To support athletes with disabilities, the Hellenic Paralympic Committee
(HPC) have appointed a specialist in the field of sports / education. More
specifically, HPC has appointed Dr. Kalyvas to the position of Sports and
Education Manager. Dr. Kalyvas with several responsibilities within the
Paralympic Committee has participated and coordinated European sports
and training programmes. Although the Paralympic Committee has not implemented or participated in any dual career programme, the person who
will address an athlete with a disability to help him manage his studies and
professional career will be Dr. Kalyvas. The double career of athletes with
disabilities is a huge challenge. Imagine being told by a wheelchair athlete
who needs at least an hour in the morning to get ready while a person
without a disability can get ready in as little as 10 minutes. Inevitably, the
disabled athlete has a big opponent called “time”. Lack of time is therefore
the main factor for athletes with disabilities to drop out of either sports or
their studies. For its part, the Paralympic Committee has not made much
progress in supporting the dual careers of athletes with disabilities. However, it is willing to assist any athlete with a disability who needs its help.
2.

Mr. Mathas Georgios – Responsible for Development in Northern
Greece – National Sports Federation of Persons with Disabilities

At EAOM Mr. Mathas is responsible for the development of Northern
Greece. He is with one foot in education and the other in wheelchair
sports. He is himself an example of a double career where he tried to combine championships with studies in the beginning and then with work. Like
the HPC, nor the EAOM, of which approximately 90% of athletes with disabilities are members, does not have a dedicated person in matters of dual
career of athletes with disabilities. Nevertheless, athletes with disabilities
turn to Mr. Mathas, who has the necessary experience and ability to advise athletes with disabilities in their dual career. Mr. Mathas, making the
self-criticism about the role of the Federation in the double career of the
athletes with disabilities, states that no coordinated organised effort has
been made. EAOM is always on the side of the athlete and tries to assist
the athlete in any possible way. The federation has helped athletes financially, finding a job and whenever an athlete needs support the federation
does it with great responsibility. However, there is no coordinated dual
career programme that targets to all athletes with disabilities. Mr. Mathas
also shared that a dual career programme would be necessary and that it
is no coincidence that many high-level athletes with disabilities live on the
state-sponsored low disability pension and are looking for ways to supplement their income.

SOURCES:
Dual Athletes Career - http://www.dualathletescareer.gr/
Federation of Greek Wheelchair Basketball Associations - https://www.oseka.gr/
General Secretariat of Sports - https://gga.gov.gr/
Hellenic Sports Federation of the Deaf - https://hafdeaf.gr/
Hellenic Athletic Federation of Kidney Patients and Transplants - https://www.aonm.gr/
Hellenic Paralympic Committee - http://www.paralympic.gr/
Labour Employment Organization - http://www.oaed.gr
National Confederation of Persons with Disabilities - Disability Observatory https://www.
paratiritirioanapirias.gr/el/results/publications
National Confederation of Persons with Disabilities - https://www.esamea.gr
National Sports Federation of Persons with Disabilities - https://www.eaom-amea.gr/portal/

IRELAND
Using data published in Ireland and data collected during this research, the
report provides an overview of statistical data on the number of people
with disabilities in Ireland and sport participation patterns and behaviours
for people with disabilities. It also explores existing policies, strategies and
supports relating to education and employment opportunities for people
with disabilities. The report identifies good practices in areas relevant to
dual career assistance and shows results from empirical field surveys and
interviews with key stakeholders to identify dual career experience of para
athletes and existing supports for para athletes from an Irish context. The
dual career experience is contingent on a variety of factors and should
therefore be considered in context, taking into account the socio-cultural,
political, economic environments that shape it (Fan & Lu, 2015).

People with disabilities at a glance

—

According to the CSO (2016), 13.5% of the population of Ireland have a
disability. For the population under 20, there is a disability rate of 6.7%.
This census showed disparities in employment and educational attainment
for people with disabilities compared to the population at large. It shows
that education attainment is significantly lower among people with disabilities than the general population at various levels of the education system.
For people with disabilities between the ages of 15 and 50 inclusive, 37%
were less likely to complete third level education compared to 53.4% of the
general population.13.7% of people with disabilities had no more than a
primary level education compared to 4.7% of the general population (CSO,
2016). A similar disparity is seen within the labour force among people with
disabilities and the general population, with a labour force participation
rate of 30.2% and 61.4% respectively. Of the total people at work, 6.5%
had a disability.
The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD)
was developed in 2006 and signed by Ireland in 2008. The purpose of this
Convention was to promote, protect and ensure the full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms by all persons with
disabilities, and to promote respect for their inherent dignity (UN General Assembly, 2007).The Convention was not ratified in Ireland until 2018,
however Ireland had national strategies and policies in place that were in
line with the provisions of the Convention such as the National Disability
Strategy. Prior to 2018, the National Disability Authority that were set up
in 2000 were the responsible statutory body for the provision of the National Disability Authority (NDA) Act of 1999. It ensured that standards
were upheld for strategies and programmes for people with disabilities, in
line with the NDA Act (NDA Act, 1999). The NDA continue to work to
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support the equal participation of people with disabilities in Ireland and
assist the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (IHREC) with the
enforcement of the Convention.
Article 31 of the convention required the states to collect statistical data
relating to people with disabilities ensuring that barriers for people with
disabilities could be identified and offering guidance for policy reform
(Banks et al., 2018). In Ireland, the census carried out by the Central Statistics Office (CSO) have and continue to contribute to the collection of this
data. The census conducted in 2016 looked at the number of people with
disabilities in Ireland and considered representations in education and employment. Both are associated with key indicators of social inclusion identified by the European Union (Atkinson, Marlier and Nolan, 2003).
Sport Participation for People with Disabilities
In Ireland, the sport structure resembles the pyramid structure seen in
many European countries with local clubs or grassroots federations at the
base; then, regional sports governing bodies; followed by national governing bodies or federations; and, with the European Sports Federations,
the Olympics, Paralympics, Special Olympics bodies at the top (Hannon,
2005).The Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport is responsible for
producing the nation’s sport policy and Sport Ireland, previously known as
the Irish Sport Council, are the authority responsible for the development
of sport in Ireland. There is interdependence and communication between
different entities within this pyramid structure to ensure the provision and
development of sport in Ireland (see the International Carding Scheme as
an example of this). The most recent national sport policy is the National
Sports Policy 2018-2027. Sport Ireland works alongside National Governing Bodies of Sport (NGBs), Local Sports Partnerships and national sports
organisations to deliver this policy and put it into practice. Multiple Departments within the government contribute to strategic planning the field
of sport. The Department of Education, for example, released a document,
The Economic Impact of Sport in Ireland (2004) suggesting reasons for
participation in sport: participation for health, for achievement, for social
experience, for excitement, for compensation and for play (Department of
Education, 2004, cited in Hannon, 2005).
Social gradients like those observed in employment and educationare mirrored in the sporting context. The Irish Sports Monitor of 2015 showed
that 27% of adults with disabilities participated in sport from 2007 to 2015
compared to 49% of adults without a disability (Sport Ireland, 2016). There
has been a reported narrowing of the social gradient from 18% to 16% from
2017 to 2019 between people with disabilities and those without a disability (Sport Ireland, 2019). A study investigating at weekly sport participation
among people with disabilities showed only 2% of people with a physical
or sensory disability participated in sport on a weekly basis (Boland, 2005).
In the same study only one third of people with a physical/sensory disability and one sixth of people with a learning disability had participated in
physical activity in the recorded week. Within the 2018 National Sports
Policy, disability is primarily mentioned in the context of social inclusion
and social gradients, with 1 of 57 actions focused on people with disabilities (Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport, 2018). Action 12 relates
to the possibility of introducing Sport Inclusion and Disability Officers to
work alongside Local Sports Partnerships that would focus on addressing
these participation gradients (Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport,
2018).
Ireland’s first Sport Disability Inclusion Charter was developed in 2018 by
Cara (Sport Inclusion Ireland)in conjunction with Sport Ireland. The Charter outlines five key areas people with disabilities are asking organisations
to consider in making sport and physical activity more inclusive for them
(Cara, 2018):
1.

Be open to and understanding of all people with disabilities;

2.

Access training for our people to facilitate the inclusion of people with
disabilities;

3.

Develop and deliver inclusive activities;

4.

Review our facility/venues/equipment to make our organisation more
accessible;

5.

Promote the inclusive nature of our activities, in a variety of formats.

People with disabilities and their parents of children with disabilities contributed to the creation of the Charter through nationwide focus groups
where they shared their experiences and needs. Sport Ireland’s Policy on
the Participation of People with Disabilities in Sport asked for the development of a Charter to ensure that the participation gradients are being
addressed. The Charter has been signed by various sports organisations
including the Football Association of Ireland and the Federation of Irish
Sport.
Cara (Sport Inclusion Ireland) contributes significantly to the provision of
sport for people with disabilities in Ireland. It works with key stakeholders
at local and national level to improve the quality and number of opportunities for people with disabilities to take part in sport and physical activity
(Cara, 2019). It was set up in 2007 in partnership with Sport Ireland and
the Institute of Technology Tralee with the primary goal of overlooking and
coordinating the existing Local Sports Partnership Sports Inclusion Disability Programme (Cara, 2019). Since its inception, it has become a leader in
supporting people with disabilities and offering capacity building opportunities through education and training. The Cara Strategic Plan for 20192021 shares four of Cara goals which includes providing support in the
development and delivery of opportunities for people with disabilities to
participate in sport and physical activity and to improve the quality of these
opportunities (Cara, 2019). There are other sport organisations that cater
exclusively for the needs of people with disabilities. The Paralympic Council of Ireland, Special Olympics Ireland, Irish Wheelchair Association Sport,
Cerebral Palsy Sport Ireland, Irish Deaf Sports Association and Irish Blind
Sports Association are some examples (Hannon, 2005). There is constant
communication between the specific NGBs and these organisations.
Policy Relating to Education and Employment for People with Disabilities

—

The inclusion of people with disabilities ‘depends on whether the wider
social and physical environment offers supports or creates barriers’ (Department of Justice and Equality, 2013, p. 3). The National Disability Strategy Implementation Plan 2013-2015 identified 4 key themes to focus on
to ensure an inclusive Ireland for people with disabilities: equal citizens,
independence and choice, participation and maximising potential – areas
all highly relevant to maintaining supports for para athletes in their sporting career as well as their everyday lives. Ireland’s approach to an inclusive
society is through the promotion of a ‘universal design’ meaning that environments are set up with the intention of being accessible and inclusive to
all (Department of Justice and Equality, 2013, p. 23). This is reflected in national legislation, regulation and policy, through an all-inclusive discourse
rather than one centered around a binary classification of disability/ability.
The NDA published a report on Promoting the Participation of People with
Disabilities in Physical Activity and Sport in Ireland offering recommendations for developing inclusive sport for people with disabilities, featuring
suggestions to improve and incorporate training, education and employment opportunities (Hannon, 2005).
Educational Support
The Irish National Children's Strategy (2001) states that children will have
access sport (objective L) and that services are provided to children with
a disability which allows them to achieve their full potential (objective J).
A means that many young people are exposed to physical activity during
childhood is through Physical Education lesson in schools. A NDA report in
2005 highlighted the important of additional resources for educators (Hannon, 2005). Guidelines offered to teachers of students with disabilities can
foster inclusive porting environments by increasing knowledge about the
range of factors that affect people with disabilities participating in physical
activity and sport (Hannon, 2005).
Students transitioning from secondary education to third level education
engage with the Central Applications Office (CAO). The CAO are respon-

—

P A R A d i g : D u a l - Tr a c k C a r e e r s f o r P a r a A t h l e t e s

sible for processing all students’ applications into third level educational
institutions in the Republic of Ireland. Students apply to the CAO rather
than individual universities, and the CAO offers the student a place in their
desired course at a college or university if specific entrance requirements
are met. Most students going into third level education enter through a
points system. The CAO allocates points to secondary level students based
on their performance in the Leaving Certificate Examination. Students are
then ranked based on their points, with students obtaining the highest
points being offered a place first.
Some institutions consider other factors outside of the CAO points system such as socio-economic background or if an individual is a mature student. Certain universities offer CAO points concessions to performance
athletes who looking to pursue education alongside their sporting career
and have demonstrated high quality performance in their sport. This special
admission system allows sports achievements to be taken into consideration when applying for entrance into universities. This special admission
system or sports scholarship offers additional support to athletes who
want to pursue a dual career and develop their academic and athletic performance. These sports scholarships are not offered for all sports but for
priority sports determined by each individual university. Some universities
require the athlete to play for the university once accepted. The following
list offers examples of Irish universities that offer sport performance points
concession or sports scholarships for performance athletes:
•

Dublin City University (DCU)

•

Trinity College Dublin (TCD)

•

University College Dublin (UCD)

•

University Limerick (UL)

•

University College Cork (UCC)

•

Technological University (TU) Dublin

•

Maynooth University

•

Waterford Institute of Technology (WIT)

•

Dundalk Institute of Technology (DkIT)

Disability Access Route to Education (DARE) is an alternative pathway to
third level education for people with disabilities under the age of 23 who
may have had their disability negatively affect their academic performance
at second level. It was set up to ensure equal access to higher education for
people with disabilities (Nic Fhlannchadha, 2018) This admissions scheme
for third level offers eligible students' access to their preferred courses on
reduced CAO points. Each university involved in the DARE scheme have a
certain number of reserved places for DARE applicants. Research conducted by the Higher Education Authority identified that students with physical
and sensory disabilities are particularly underrepresented in higher education in Ireland compared to all students with disabilities (Higher Education
Authority, 2008). The DARE colleges and university therefore have agreed
to prioritise these two groups when allocating reduced points places to
increase participation in education by these groups.
Association for Higher Education Access and Disability (AHEAD) is a
non-profit organisation set up in University College Dublin (UCD) in 1988
by the Registrar Prof. John Kelly which operates as the national centre of
expertise on inclusion and diversity across disability, education and employment. When appointed as Registrar Prof. John Kelly saw an opportunity to develop a support system for his students at UCD. His efforts initially
contributed to the formation of the Student Association for people with
disabilities, which expanded to include universities from across the country. The Association would offer advice to lecturers in how to provide and
assist the additional needs of their incoming students. As the Association
spread nationwide (and internationally with an American branch) it became
named National Association of Disabled Students in Higher Education,
NADSHE, which soon changed to Association for Higher Education Access

and Disability or AHEAD. Currently AHEAD works to create and provide
inclusive environments in education and employment for people with disabilities by offering opportunities for training and employment.
UNESCO Chair on Inclusive Physical Education, Sport, Fitness and Recreation is based in IT Tralee in Country Kerry. The UNESCO Chairs programme was established within universities in 1992 to advance research,
training and programme development in higher education. It contributes
to knowledge production and transfer between and within universities.
In 2013, IT Tralee became the third UNESCO Chair to be established. It
mainly operates on an international level and is currently acting on the Kazan Action Plan. This Plan was developed at UNESCO’s Sixth International
Conference of Ministers and Senior Officials Responsible for Physical Education and Sport and marks the link between sport policy, the development
of inclusive frameworks and promoting capacity building of national and
international cooperation. One of the three main policy areas stated in the
Kazan Action Plan is to develop a Comprehensive Vision of Inclusive Access
for All to Sport, Physical Education and Physical Activity (UNESCO, 2017).
Employment Support
The Census of 2016 showed the employment rate for people with disabilities of working age is 36.5% compared to a rate of 72.8% for people of
working age without a disability.From the population of 15 years and over,
unemployment rates were 26.3% for people with disabilities compared to
19.9% for those from the population at large (CSO, 2016). The Irish government has policies and strategies in place for creating access to employment
for people with disabilities and provide ssocial welfare benefits to those
who are currently out of employment. Social benefits available for people
with disabilities include the disability allowance and the blind pension:
Disability Allowance
The disability allowance was set up in 1996 and is a weekly allowance from
the government for people with a disability. Applicants are means tested
and must be between the age of 16 and 66. After 66, individuals are eligible for a State pension. People must have an injury, disease or a physical or
mental disability that has lasted or will continue to last for at least a year.
The applicant must also be significantly restricted to obtain work as a result
of their disability and be resident in Ireland Department of Employment
Affairs and Social Protection (2019).
Blind Pension

—

The Blind Pension is a social welfare means-tested payment made by the
Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection for people who
are visually impaired or blind. Recipients of this payment also receive a free
travel pass that allows them free travel on State transport and a free companion travel pass for someone over 16 to accompany them. Working while
on the pension can affect the pension payment, which deductions in the
payment varying on weekly income (Citizens Information, 2020).
People with disabilities have fewer qualifications and lower skills than
the general population (NDA, 2006) which would affect their chances of
securing employment. A strategic priority of the Comprehensive Employment Strategy for People with Disabilities 2015-2024 is capacity building
for people with disability and focuses on actions that provide competencies and skills to obtain employment (Department of Justice and Equality,
2015). This Strategy highlights results from a UK programme that shows
the importance of advanced planning for employment during education.
The importance of planning ahead has also been highlighted when considering the post-Games transition or transitions of athletes into retirement.
The Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection offers supports for people with disabilities to source employment opportunities, if
needed and stay in employment, such as the EmployAbility Programme.
EmployAbility offers employment support to people with disabilities but
also offers advice to businesses who want to make their companies more
inclusive or access a pool of potential employees (Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection, 2019). Similar initiatives have been de-
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veloped outside of the public sector by non-governmental organisations
or universities (See Good Practices for more examples). Work experience
during school, particularly paid work experience has also contributedto a
significantly higher employment rate for people with disabilities (Wehman,
Revell and Brooke, 2003).
Specific support measures to para athletes’ DC
In Brussels, the European Union (2012) developed guidelines for the development and support of dual careers for high performance athletes. It
is a priority research area under the Erasmus+ Sport funding opportunity.
Universities and companies have made varying efforts to support an athlete’s endeavour of managing a dual career. The University of Limerick is an
example of a university that contributed significantly to the development
the dual career pathway for athletes. There were no initiatives identified
during this study that were specifically designed for supporting dual careers for para athletes in Ireland. However, as mentioned previously, much
of the policies and strategies take a universal design approach to services
and programmes offered to athletes, with supports such as scholarships
being offered to athletes and para athletes alike.
Focused interviews and group discussions were carried out as part of a
NDA report and revealed some of the challenges para athletes in Ireland
face when managing a dual career such as accessibility issues at sport facilities, lack of expertise in education and a limited curriculum. One quote
stressed the importance of visible representation of para athletes and the
availability of role models: “I didn't see myself as being able. I had no peers
doing sport or physical exercise. There was one other student with a disability who didn't do anything either. Outside school I didn't see and so I
didn't do anything either.” (Hannon, 2005, p.131)
The student did not see themselves represented in sport and was not motivated to participate. It was not until the Irish Wheelchair Association
encouraged him or her to participate in sport did he or she recognise its
benefits. A similar perspective was given by another interviewee who said
that meeting another wheelchair user who played basketball inspired him
to participate (Hannon, 2005).
This research also raised the point that participation should be a choice
and should not be forced on anyone. The needs of people with disabilities
varies from person to person and therefore people should be sufficiently
informed of what is involved to be able to choose whether they want to
participate. “Most people know their own strengths and limitations. We
are experts in this sense so we should be involved in choosing, though of
course, like everyone, we need help, information, advice.” (Hannon, 2005,
p.129).
Financial expenses incurred by athletes due to training and competitions
can be burden to athletes competing at high performance. Irish athletes
competing on an international stage can receive financial support as part
of the International Carding Scheme. The purpose of this scheme is to support athletes with expenses for their training and competition programmes
so they can succeed and receive medals internationally (Sport Ireland,
2020). This funding stream was set up in 1999 by the Irish Sport Council
(now Sport Ireland) however, it has undergone changes since its inception.
Previous athletes would apply for this scheme on a yearly basis, but as of
2018, athletes who match the criteria and qualify for the carding scheme
receive support for two years. This allows athletes to focus on improving
their athletic performance.
Before applying, athletes must meet eligibility criteria and contact their
relevant sporting NGB. The levels of funding are distributed into 3 categories: International (Olympic/Paralympic semi-finalists), World Class
(Olympic/Paralympic finalists) and Podium (Olympic/Paralympic medal
zone athletes), with an athlete receiving a maximum of €12,000, €20,000
and €40,000 in each category respectively. According to the new scheme,
athletes can progress to a higher category for the following year, if they
achieve higher criteria in their first year (for example, from International to
World Class).

The International Carding Scheme relies on communication between an
athlete and their respective NGB. The applications are received via the
NGB and cannot be submitted by an individual athlete. The NGB is responsible for monitoring an athletes’ performance and feeding this back to
Sport Ireland. Successful applicants are required to participant in pre- and
post-Games debriefing workshops and utilise Sport Ireland Institute Athlete Life Skills and Advisory Service.

Key stakeholders engaged in service delivery to para athletes

1 . S T U D E N T S P O R T PAT H WAY M A N A G E R , T R I N I T Y
COLLEGE DUBLIN
Trinity College Dublin is the top third level educational institution in Ireland. It offers sports scholarships to outstanding athletes and para athletes
in their respective sports. To enquire into the support available to Irish
students juggling their athletic career with their studies at this prestigious
university, the Student Sport Pathway Manager at Trinity College Dublin
was interviewed. The Student Sport Pathway Manager is responsible for
the high performance programme in Trinity College, overseeing the performance of student athletes studying in the university
Para athletes representation
The student-athletes who are recipients of the Trinity Sport Scholarship receive the same treatment, however the approach of the programme tailors
to each individual athlete and their various requirements. Previously the
university had a Paralympic swimmer as part of the programme, however
of the current 48 athletes, there is no currently para athlete. If a para athlete were to join the university, a similar approach to the one mentioned
above would be implemented; the university ‘wouldn’t really treat them
any differently in terms of a lot of the supports that they would get’, but
would cater for individual needs. The importance of access to facilities and
linking the student with additional disability services in the university were
also recognised.

—

Trinity College Dublin was the first Irish institution to employ a Sports Activity Inclusion Officer. The role involved looking at inclusion more generally such as ensuring the facilities are accessible and that there are supports available for students who need them. It mentioned however that
that position is currently vacant and has not been filled due to freeze on
recruitment in the university.
Collaborative supports
When an athlete enrolls in the university and is on the Sport Pathway at
Trinity College, Trinity Sport would connect with the appropriate national
governing body (NGB) of their particular sport. Both institutions would ensure that the athlete is supported ‘as best as possible’. The key stakeholder
mentioned that there is some duplication in terms of the supports that
universities and the NGB provide. There is an expectation on university
sport scholarship programmes to provide ‘a certain number of sessions’,
but Trinity Sport’s aim is to work with the NGB to ‘see where the short
falls would be’. From previous experience with support dual careers’ for
para athletes, the university focused on ‘their education is supported in the
right capacity’. The key stakeholder did express that there is sometimes ‘too
much focus on the sporting side of things and not the education’.
In Trinity College, any student studying at the university is assigned a tutor during their studies, to support students academically. The scholarship
programme would assist with the overall development of the athletes,
with personal meetings between arranged between the staff and the athletes ‘three to four times throughout the year’. These meetings function as
check-ins with the athlete, monitoring their academic and sporting progress as well as their personal and social development. A discussion between
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academic staff and an athlete is important to balancing the dual career. The
sport department in Trinity College ‘facilitate that interaction and communication across the education sector’. In regards to helping athletes identity
skills acquired from their sporting career that are advantageous to their
future careers, Trinity Sport link up with the careers development department and offer a booklet to every athlete to assist with pitching these skills.
The university itself does not offer a sports specific course and therefore
the university finds that ‘they are not necessarily interested in pursying
sport as a career option’.
Financial support
The sports scholarships offered by Trinity Sport offers financial support depending on the level the athlete is awarded. The funding varies from 500
to 3,000 with the average would being around 1,000. Initially students who
are accepted onto the scholarship programme look for financial assistance
as their main form of sport, but as the students progress through university,
they found that the students start ‘thinking more longer term what their
career pathway is’. However there is not one particular area of support that
students look for. The majority of the student athletes do however use the
strength and conditioning services offered by the university. Trinity Sport
has made an effort in recent years to add additional support, apart from
the traditional sport services that are more in line with assisting dual career
development.
Developments and recommendations
Some universities offer specific sport sholarships for para athletes, however Trinity College ‘made the decision not to do that, just because we
didn’t want to put up another barrier’. The sports scholarship to all student
athletes, and ‘if they’re good enough they’ll be offered the scholarship the
same way another athlete is’. The approach of the university when it comes
to the sport scholarship is to make it individualized rather than offer a specific disability scholarship. A recent development in the sports department
is the addition of wheelchair equipment to facilitate wheelchair fencing.
These facilities are available to sports clubs in the university but also is will
soon be used as a form of community engagement. Wheelchair fencing
was it is both inclusive but also a great ‘way of developing fencing skills for
those who don’t have a disability’.

2. UNESCO CHAIR ON INCLUSIVE PHYSICAL
E D U C AT I O N , S P O R T, F I T N E S S A N D R E C R E AT I O N I T
TRALEE
The UNESCO Chair on Inclusive Physical Education, Sport, Fitness and
Recreation in located in IT Tralee and was the third UNESCO Chair to be
established. It contributes to the production of knowledge on inclusive
sport and the development of inclusive sport frameworks from an international perspective. According to the UNESCO Chair, Ireland ranks highly
for sporting experiences for people with disabilities in comparison to other
European countries. However, when considering the overall experiences of
people with disabilities in Ireland, there are still various existing barriers especially in relation to accessibility. The major difference between the inclusive sport strategy in Ireland compared to the strategy of other countries is
that Ireland focuses on an individualized approach.
Inclusion of disabilities is by ‘default rather than by design’. Taking the
sports industry as an example, the number of people with disabilities in
a sports career is ‘disproportionately low’. What needs to be investigated
is the avenue into employment. The inclusion of people with disabilities
in employment and education should be considered as beneficial to these
institutions. Employees with disabilities can offer a depth of knowledge to
employers, both in terms of competences but also in terms of capacity of
employers to integrate disability into the mainstream workplace. Both can
benefit from each other.

3. GUEST LECTURER AND TUTOR, DUBLIN CITY
U N I V E R S I T Y A N D FO R M E R P H D S T U D E N T, S P O RT
IRELAND INSTITUTE
This key stakeholder is an expert in Health and Human Performance. She
lectures on Sport Science and Health, Psychology, Education and Biology
and Athletic Therapy and Training modules at Dublin City University.
Her PhD was conducted through the Sport Ireland Institute andaimed
to develop and test an athlete transition support programme. It was cofunded by the Irish Research Council and the Sport Ireland Institute. With
her combination of experience in Sport Ireland, the authority responsible
for the development of sport in Ireland and Dublin City University, a
university which offers quite a number of sports degree, her contribution
to this research would offer a valuable insight into the extent of dual career
support for para athletes.
The Sport Ireland Institute provides facilities and a range of supports
to high performance athletes in Ireland. The research conducted by this
stakeholder alongside this Institute aimed ‘to develop a proactive coping
skills intervention that would be delivered in the pre-Games period so
that [athletes] could better manage the low mood associated with the
post-Games period’. The service provision model for athletes in Ireland
is integrative and was described as ‘very athlete-centred, coach-led and
informed by the sciences’. The Institute offer experts in fields such as
nutrition, strength and conditioning, physiology, which provides supports
to athletes and para athletes alike.

—

As mentioned in previous interviews and identified in the policy context
analysis, Olympians and Paralympians are mentioned in Irish sport policy
and literature alongside one another. When the stakeholder first began
researching elite sport in Ireland, it was pointed out to her that ‘you must
write Olympics and Paralympics. They have equal footing. They are treated
the same. They get the same funding. The same services.’The Carding
Scheme is the system by which Irish Olympic and Paralympic athletes
receive financial support. It was revealed in the interview that Ireland was
one of the’ first countries in the world to offer equal carding funding’ to
Olympic and Paralympic athletes. In her own research, the recruitment of
athletes included Olympic and Paralympic athletes alike, ‘everyone was
invited all of the time’. This inclusive dynamic to the research did receive
criticism – ‘the feedback we get from reviewers is very critical in terms
of our inclusion of para athletes in the sample’, because of ‘different
psychological factors’ for athletes with disabilities. The researcher stated
that this approach ‘wouldn’t be helpful for us because we don’t treat
them any differently’ and they would be ‘more likely to go back and treat
individuals differently and adapt the programme for an individual basis’.
The stakeholder also discusses how ‘individual needs are so specific that
it’s difficult to create a generic one’. Again, this reflects Ireland’s approach
to sport for all policy. There is an emphasis on individual needs rather
than separating athletes into categories. The process in Ireland for career
transitions of high performance athletes is also tailored to the individual.
Within the Sport Ireland Institute, the Life Skills Department would address
dual career development such as career transitions supports, personal
development, personal performance planning, educational support and an
athlete career development programme.
During the interview, the stakeholder highlighted various aspects of her
intervention that related to dual career supports and assistance with
career transition. Peer support ‘or providing access for athletes to other
athletes who have gone through the system ahead of them’ were helpful
elements of the intervention for athletes.The Sport Ireland Institute are
continuing to provide support to athletes who are juggling education or
work commitments alongside their sporting career. There is an educational
specialist and a business specialist within the Lifeskills department. One
initiative underway within this department is the creation of‘a framework
for athlete friendly universities’ which a ‘university should have for an
athlete to consider going there’. The stakeholder offered insight into the
educational supports for athletes from universities, from her time as a guest

—
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lecturer at Dublin City University. The university offers ‘points concessions’
to athletes who are performing at a high levelwhen applying for admission
to the university. During the athletes studies there is also communication
between lecturers and student athletes about sporting commitments in an
effort to ‘try and accommodate them’.
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I TA LY

Para athletes related policies within the broader policy context
In the last decade, the topic of the dual careers of student athletes has received increasing attention across Europe, both from many scholars in several different fields and from the European Union. In the European Union
lexicon, the term 'dual career' means that an athlete can combine, without
unreasonable personal effort, their sporting career with education and/or
work in a flexible way through high-quality training in order to protect their
moral, health, educational and professional interests without compromising
either objective, with a particular focus on the continued formal education
of young athletes. The basic idea behind several dual career programmes
to aid the student-athlete is that practicing sport and studying are two
time-consuming activities. Consequently, without special agreements between the sport sector and the educational system pressures and challenges on student athletes may become excessive and unsustainable, forcing
them to choose sport or education. The dual-career of student-athletes in
secondary school is an example implementation of a holistic pedagogical
model of preservation and development sports talent.
CONI has signed a memorandum of understanding with CUSI (Centro
Universitario Sportivo Italiano) and Unisport Italia, to define a work programme aimed at identifying useful contents and tools for training athletes
on dual career issues. The agreement was signed by the President of CONI,
Giovanni Malagò, by the President of the Italian University Sports Center,
Antonio Dima, and by the President of the Steering Committee of Unisport Italia (Italian University Sports System), Paolo Bouquet, in attendance
- among the others - by Raffaella Masciadri, President of the CONI National
Athletes Commission. The neuralgic element of the initiative is represented
by the fundamental role played by the double career in the training of athletes. In other words, the possibility for student-athletes to reconcile the
two paths in parallel, facilitating both. Because sport and study can coexist,
at any level.

—

For this reason, important training projects will be promoted, thanks to the
experience of the parties (Unisport Italia is made up of 43 Italian universities with Unitrento as the leader) on the theme of dual careers.The CONI
National Athletes Commission has developed in recent years, with various
stakeholders, various educational projects for the training, insertion and
role of the athlete in society, with the aim of helping athletes during their
transition towards, and not only, the end of the competitive activity.
In Italy, to implement Law 107/2015 art. 1 paragraph 7 letter g) which
identifies, among the priority training objectives, "[...] attention to the protection of the right to study of students practicing competitive sports”, the
MIUR issued the D. M. 935 of 11/12/2015, thus giving the possibility to
interested schools to implement an “[...] experimental programme, aimed at
identifying a model of training to develop innovative teaching supported by
technologies digital and related evaluation, dedicated to all high-level student-athletes enrolled in state and equal secondary schools of the national
territory [...]”. This possibility of experimentation offered by this Italian Ministry is integrated with the provisions of art. 4 of the Presidential Decree
275/99 which specifies: "In the exercise of autonomy didactics school institutions regulate teaching times and the performance of individual disciplines and activities in the most appropriate way the type of studies and
pupils' learning rhythms. To this end the institutions schools can adopt all
the forms of flexibility they deem appropriate [...]”.
With these actions, the Ministry requested the educational institutions

—
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involvement in concrete initiatives, aimed at guaranteeing students who
practice sports at a competitive level both sporting and educational success. The opportunity to develop effective paths within educational institutions ordinary, in fact it is confirmed by the results of school evaluations
and existing sports classes, which show educational and sporting achievements of student-athletes, not always better than those who attend ordinary schools (EC, 2012). The Guidelines also strongly urge sport policies
to make sure that talented and elite athletes participate in a career where
they combine sport and education or work, paying attention to training
well-rounded young competitors.
Coaches play a fundamental role for improvement and the development
of the young athlete's talent. Since they, together with the families at
the school, they are responsible for the future of young athletes, both as
sportsmen and women as people, it is essential that they are qualified for
this important role educational. In this legislative and pedagogical framework, the “La dual-career of student-athletes in secondary school” founded
on conviction that sport should always be integrated into holistic training
of the person. The educational process that this project intends to promote
involves more actors and contexts (teachers, coaches, classmates, teammates, family, school, sports club) which are interacting and interdependent
within a systemic communicative and educational reference paradigm.
The intervention aims to promote the dual career of student-athletes in coherence with the objectives of the Europe 2020 strategy (EC, 2010) - such
as prevention of early school leaving, the increase in the number of high
school graduates, strengthening employability - by experimenting with a
pedagogical holistic model cultivation, preservation and development of
sports talent. Art. 1 of Law 107 of 2015 (known as the “Buona Scuola” reform) gives, under subsection 7, among the priority goals of the reform, “…
concern for ensuring the right to study of students practising competitive
sporting activity”. In order to implement Art. 1, paragraph 7 of Law 107 of
2015, a Ministerial Decree was issued, setting up, among other things, an
experimental three-year Programme aimed at developing innovative methods for top level athletes, thanks to innovative teaching methods supported by digital technology and customised educational paths. The general
goal is to help elite athletes to reconcile sporting activity with school progress. It is felt that these trials provide concrete help in this sense and are an
important message of support conveyed to athletes that are working every
day to achieve top level results. The project got under way on a trial basis
in the school year 2016/2017.
School and work alternation Work experience at school, compulsory for all
students in the final three years of upper secondary schools, is one of the
innovations introduced by Law 107 of 2015. This is an educational experience organised by the school in concert with other actors and institutions,
to give students training and educational opportunities in a host structure
for given periods of time. In this regard, students granted elite athlete status attending upper secondary schools are given the possibility of fulfilling
the obligations of Law 107/2015 through the performance of sporting activity (from 200 to 400 hours to be dedicated to work experience while at
school can be covered by sports training). This instrument ascribes to elite
sporting activity the development of skills that can be useful for the student’s entry in the workplace (leadership, managerial skills, systemic thinking, result orientation).
Key stakeholders engaged in service delivery to para athletes
In Italy, there are several sports institutions at national, regional and provincial level; among the most important in terms guidance of rules and
directives there are: The Comitato Olimpico Nazionale Italiano – CONI
(Italian National Olympic Committee) is the governing authority, having responsibility for the regulation and management of national sports. It is a
public body in charge of the organisation and the strengthening of national
sports programmes and encourages the maximum diffusion of the sport in
Italy. The Comitato Italiano Paralimpico - CIP (Italian Paralympic Committee) is a national institution that has obtained the formal recognition as the
public body for sport practiced by people with disabilities. It has the role of
Confederation of all Federations and Sports Paralympic disciplines, both at

central and local level, with the task of recognizing any sport organisation
for people with disabilities throughout the country and guaranteeing the
maximum spread of the Paralympic idea and the most productive starter of
sport practice for disabled people, in close collabouration with the CONI
itself. The Federazione Italiana Gioco Calcio - FIGC (Italian Football Federation) is a national institution organising and managing the sport of football
at all levels.
A derivation of the pre-existing ANSPI (Associazione Nazionale Sport
ParaplegiciItaliani or National Association of Paraplegic Sports), FISHa –
Federazione Italiana per lo Sport degli Handicappati (Italian Federation of
Disabled Sports) was established in June 1980 for the purpose of "setting
up a unified process for the organisation of sports for people with disabilities". At the time of its constitution, FISHa incorporated FISM (Federazione
Italiana Sportivi Minorati or Italian Federation of Athletes with Disabilities)
and ANFFaS (Associazione Nazionale Famiglie Fanciulli Subnormali or Association of Families of Children with Disabilities). A year later, on 17 July
1981, on the invitation of CONI it subscribed to an “agreement of collabouration with the Federazione Italiana Ciechi Sportivi (FICS or Italian Federation of Blind Athletes and with the Federazione Sport Silenziosid'Italia
(FSSI or Italian Federation of Silent Sports) and the following 27 October
1981 it was recognised by CONI as a member Federation. The Federation
became official on 30 April 1987. At the end of 1990 it changed its name
to Federazione Italiana Sport Disabili (FISD or Italian Federation of Sports
for People with Disabilities).
From 1980 to 1990 the FederazioneItaliana per lo Sport degliHandicappati
(FISHa or Italian Federation of Disabled Sports), from 17 November 1990
Federazione Italiana Sport Disabili (FISD or Italian Federation of Sports for
People with Disabilities), from 16 March 2005 Comitato Italiano Paralimpico (CIP or Italian Paralympic Committee).
In the country there is a comprehensive (regional, local, sports specific,
education specific) approach toward dual career. DC policy in Italy lacks
interventions coordinated at national level (e.g. Ministry of Sport + NOC +
Ministry of Education) and is mainly based on agreements and single initiatives between and within sport and educational institutions at local level.
Agreements exist between single National Sport Federations and universities, although dual career programmes are in place just in few universities,
which are all members of the EAS Network.

—

Common practices are the agreements between single National Sport Federations and educational bodies (high schools/universities); agreements
between the National Olympic Committee/National Sport Federations and
the Italian Army. Elite athletes enrolled in the Army can combine sport and
work. Furthermore, the Italian sport system strongly relies on military sport
organisations supporting mainly athletes in their athletic career.
In particular:
•

At University level the University of Trento, the University of Rome
ForoItalico, the LUISS University, the University of Insubria, the University of Pavia, the University of Foggia, and the University of Ferrara
recognize the student-athlete and provide some academic flexibility.
At high school levels, sport high schools have been recently established through an agreement between the Italian Ministry of Education and the National Olympic Committee;

•

Few sport federations (i.e., Fencing, Rowing, Triathlon, Athletics) established agreements with some universities to support their student-athletes;

•

The Adecco supports former athletes to enter the labour market
through the Athlete Career Programme;

•

The Italian military system provides the opportunity to combine elite
sport with a military career. In this framework, elite athletes competing at International and national levels (mainly involved in individual
sports) apply to through a public competition. The Italian Army provides the military athletes a salary corresponding to their army rank.

—
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At the end of the sport career athletes may decide to pursue a regular
military career.
Concerning the barriers, the lack of cooperation between sport and education bodies, recognition of the student-athlete’s status, flexible educational
paths for student athletes, recognition of sport as a means of informal education, financial support for dual career paths, are among the most frequently encountered.

Specific support measures to para athletes’ DC
The most recent research done in Italy compiles all initiatives in course in
the national territory. There is no data showing specific initiatives in dual
career for athletes with disabilities. Based on the national laws on inclusion of individuals with disabilities, one can imply these initiatives are also
available for individual with disabilities. Of the 28 projects reported, 8 are
federal, 6 university, 4 ministerial, 4 player associations, 3 corporate and
3 European. The services offered by the various projects (except for the
European ones, whose goal is not so much intervention; study and experimentation), can be summarized in five different types:
1.

Financial concessions (such as scholarships, free enrollment for courses / masters, exemptions from taxes or pension funds);

2.

Vocational training / orientation courses;

3.

Flexible study programmes (such as the possibility of studying via online platforms or agreed exam dates flexibility);

4.

Medical / psychological support services;

5.

School tutorship services;

6.

Board and lodging in residence or college.

The CONI Trophy is a national under-14 “multisport” CONI project aimed
at Amateur Sports Associations in the CONI national register and duly affiliated with National Sports Federations (NFs), Associated Sports Disciplines
(ASDs) or Sports Promotion Organisations (SPOs). The aim of the project is
to recreate synergies among revamped CONI local structures and the regional representative bodies of the NFs, ASDs and SPOs, to create new initiatives to promote grassroots sporting activity. The CONI Trophy is rolled
out in two phases, the first regional, the second national.
Educamp is a national CONI project aimed at children aged from 5 to 14.
Each year, between June and September, the project promotes, through an
extensive network of summer camps and multidisciplinary sports centres,
motor and sporting activity programmes, with a special focus on games
and socialisation, encouraging youngsters to raise their desire to learn. This
initiative seeks to promote the dissemination of fundamental principles,
such as respect for the individual, the group, and the rules. It also seeks
to promote concepts such as socialisation, multiculturality, integration,
mental and physical wellbeing, correct lifestyles, etc. The project has two
organisational formulas: city and residential.
The project “CONI Centre for Orientation and Introduction to Sports outside school” is a nationwide experimental project conceived in 2015 and
proposed in 2016 with pilot centres in every region, designed to provide
youngsters aged from 5 to 14 with an ideal place for trying out innovative
strategies for young people’s orientation and introduction to sporting activity. This is done in part via the transfer of knowledge and skills among
different sports associations and/or disciplines.
The “La nuovastagione” is a project promoted by CONI and by the Ministry
of Labour and Social Policies with the aim of providing athletes with career
guidance and support when they reach the end of their sporting career.
This important and innovative three-year project sets out to put to good
use the skills acquired by athletes during their sporting experience, in relation to new demand and opportunities offered in the workplace. Following the signature of the Agreement on 4 March 2016, CONI – the Project

coordinator – submitted the Plan of Action to the Ministry of Labour and
Social Policies, which was approved by the Ministry on 22 June 2016. The
project entails the following activities: project information and communication campaign; reception and definition of orientation paths; definition
of educational paths; definition of work placement paths; monitoring and
assessment of project activities. is formula including education on healthy
lifestyles and correct nutrition.
“Sport e Integrazione” is a project involving the Ministry of Labour and Social Policies and the Italian National Olympic Committee in the promotion
of integration policies through sport. This synergistic cooperation began
in 2014 with the aim of developing actions to encourage the social inclusion of the non-national population through sport and to combat forms of
intolerance and race discrimination. In 2016 Ministry of Labour integration policies through sport, furthering sporting activity in complex local
settings, and countering forms of race discrimination and intolerance. and
Social Policies and CONI renewed the framework agreement for the promotion of integration policies in sport. The aim is to carry on along the path
followed in 2014 and 2015 and to focus on aspects relating to the spread
and perception of the migratory phenomenon, continuing with awareness
programmes in schools and disseminating the principles of the Manifesto
in the sports world.
The project “Vincere da grandi” seeks to disseminate the culture of legality
in disadvantages areas where the risk of crime and social marginalisation
is high, using sport as an instrument for social cohesion and development.
The project, providing a service to the community and to single families, is
aimed at youngsters aged between 5 and 14, belonging to disadvantaged
categories or families undergoing hardship, residing in outlying or disadvantaged areas. The initiative offers, free of charge, a valid sporting-educational path for youngsters, with multisport activities; participation in national or international sporting events; meetings with testimonials, sports
champions; kit with sports materials for each participant.
The project “Vincere da grandi” seeks to disseminate the culture of legality
in disadvantages areas where the risk of crime and social marginalisation
is high, using sport as an instrument for social cohesion and development.
The project, providing a service to the community and to single families, is
aimed at youngsters aged between 5 and 14, belonging to disadvantaged
categories or families undergoing hardship, residing in outlying or disadvantaged areas. The initiative offers, free of charge, a valid sporting-educational path for youngsters, with multisport activities; participation in national or international sporting events; meetings with testimonials, sports
champions; kit with sports materials for each participant.

—

The project FAMI – Asylum Migration and Integration FUND – forming
part of the memorandum of understanding between the Interior Ministry and CONI signed on 13 May 2016 and the subsequent implementing
agreement of 29 November 2016 – seeks to disseminate sporting activity
among non-national minors (migrants) hosted in the national reception system. Main Activities 2016 CONI acts in a capacity as lead beneficiary. The
three-year project seeks to offer non-national minors hosted in the national reception system the possibility of education and sport opportunities to
promote socialisation and relational well-being, as part of more sweeping
social and cultural inclusion initiatives.
Management of disability through sport
The need to manage effectively and efficiently the critical issue of disability has always been one of the main social objectives on which the main
state organisations have focused more attention. In this scenario, a global
awareness of how sports can be a valuable resource to achieve an improvement of the welfare of disabled persons was highlighted. In fact, there are
many benefits that sports can bring to such persons from a social, physical,
and psychic viewpoint. In this regard, this contribution wanted to analyze
the two main Italian organisations involved in the management of disability
through sport. Both the ICP and the Special Olympics identify two examples of how sport is an optimal instrument able to promote simultaneously
a social inclusion process, sustainable over time, and increased autonomy
and self-esteem for people with disabilities.

—
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National data reported a total of 4.5 million of athletes, but no official number is provided for elite athletes, number of students: university 1,669,803,
high school: 2,500,000. There is no dual career policy. However, there are
initiatives, but none is developed and managed at national level.
In Italy, in accordance with the European directives, one of the main social
objectives to be pursued is the full respect for human dignity and the rights
of freedom and autonomy of the disabled subjects with their full integration in the family, at school, at work and in society, through preventive actions for eliminating the invalidating conditions impeding the development
of the human person and the achievement of maximum possible autonomy
(Canevaro, 2007). More specifically, at school, it is considered a priority
that the education of the disabled is fulfilled through their inclusion in the
common classes of the educational institutions of all levels and in universities, in order to achieve a sustainable development of the potentialities
of the disabled in learning, communication, relationships and socialization
(Canevaro, 2007; Daita, 2009).
In this perspective, by aiming at the affirmation of the individual rights of
the disabled, a fundamental point is the one concerning motor and sports
practice and the access to sports facilities, requiring that physical activities
and sports be supported without limitation. Local and regional authorities,
associations of municipalities and the Italian National Olympic Committee,
in fact, develop management actions aimed at the elimination of architectural barriers and at promoting accessibility and usability of sports facilities
and their services for people with disabilities.
Sports practice, in all its complexity, which cannot be reduced to the mere
competition, has always tried to meet the needs of a diverse community,
showing its responsibility and commitment to promoting and implementing
processes of inclusion of disability. In extra-school contexts, among the
main expressions that deal with the promotion and management of sports
events and competitions for the disabled, there are: the Italian Paralympic
Committee (IPC); The Special Olympics - Italy. The IPC, through its various territorial and national organiяations, allows people with disabilities to
have access to sport according to the different needs and motivations: as
a therapy, as a means of socialization and integration, as competitive practice. The analysis of the data on the practice of competitive sports observes
a progressive increase in the number of members of the Italian Federation
of Disabled Sports with respect to the number of staff prepared to the
training of these subjects, suggesting that the quality of services offered to
people with disabilities is continuously improving. Sports activities promoted by the IPC are developed in provincial, regional, and national agonistic
competitions and championships between sports clubs affiliated with it.
Another relevant fact is the average increase of a 10% in the affiliations
with the Committee, which further emphasizes the importance of being
able to manage problems related to the disabling conditions through physical activity (Pioletti, 2013, Raiola 2015a,b, Raiola 2014a,b, Raiola 2011a,b).
It provides an opportunity for the disabled to experience moments of participation and socialization thanks to sport that, instead, is the main purpose of the Special Olympics, which focuses its attention not only on the
importance of physical, athletics and sports training for the disabled, but
also on the possibility to experience moments of sharing and emotional
involvement in sports competitions. The Special Olympics, in fact, is an
international educational programme that promotes and organiяes training
sessions, events and competitions for disabled people aged from 8 years
on, to encourage physical and social improvements. The pedagogical principle characteristic of the Italian section of the Special Olympics is that
every performance is a personal victory regardless of the final classification
and their skills level; in fact, sports events are open to all and reward all, and
are recognized by the IOC like the Paralympics. This organisation sets the
conditions for the development of activities, also implements information,
training and awareness-raising initiatives aimed at families, technical operators, teachers and volunteers who care for disabled athletes. Although
different in organisation and management modalities, both the IPC and
the Special Olympics are two realities that, through sport, can manage the
problems of disability by promoting and fostering social inclusion, development of autonomy and self-esteem.

Coaching programmes as an alternative dual career track
In Italy, coaching programmes are provided by responsible federations and
national academy such as FIGC – Federazione Italiana Gioco Calcio, FIP
– Federazione Italiana Pallacanestro, FISI – Federazione Italiana Sport Invernaly. In terms of responsibility of organisations and their roles in sport
coaching training programmes availability of federations, associations,
committees, sports organisations that are all part of the CONI, which organise the courses to become coaches. Specific training courses for people
with disabilities are managed by the CIP (Italian Paralympic Committee);
precisely the federations affiliated with this Committee are responsible to
organise the training directed to people with disabilities and to able-bodied
that intend to train people with disabilities. Whether you are able-bodied
or not, once obtained the coaching certificate you are able to train both
athletes with disabilities and able-bodied athletes.
Each federation organises autonomously courses to become trainers, in any
case at the end of the course participants are expected to take a written
and a practical test. Usually, the courses last one week and are organised
at national level; this often involves some difficulties for disabled athletes
who intend to follow them as the designated offices can be very far from
the places of residence of the athletes (exams are performed locally).
The CIP also identifies the elite athletes for specific projects in support of
their preparation. These courses are divided into four levels, according with
the SNAQ - National System of Qualification of the Sport Technicians:

—

•

1st Level – Coach Assistant: The first level does not correspond to a
professional qualification that enables a technician to take immediate
action in autonomy on the field, but it serves as an access point to a
coaching career. The apprentice coach activities must be conducted
under the guidance and supervision of a technical expert or a federal
technical officer, according to the specific federal regulations;

•

2nd Level – Professional Coach: It is the first autonomous operative
technical qualification. It involves assessment of the skills required to
work with teams and athletes engaged in local, regional, or initial specialisation;

•

3rd Level – Head Coach: The qualification characterises a coach able
to coordinate other coaches and train any athlete or team at nationally
competitive level or even international. The qualification typically enables to coach the maximum national series teams or athletes of the
national elite;

•

4th Level – Technical of 4th level: The qualification identifies coaches
able to work with tasks of responsibilities in complex teams in national and international contexts of high-level, competent to participate
and to conduct research and training or federal talent development
programmes.

In Italy, in terms of policy supporting disabled people there is not any specific policy for people with disabilities who want to become coach/trainer
reported. There is legislation that regulate the rights of disabled people as
part of law (L. 104/92). The recipients are mainly people with disabilities
but also their family members or those who live with them. The set of laws
on this subject intend to guarantee disabled persons conditions of autonomy and social integration, providing them with tools to psychological, pedagogical, and technical help. Regarding sport instead there is the legislative
decree (D.lgs 8 gennaio 2004, n. 15) for the reorganisation of the Italian
National Olympic Committee (CONI): it is a law amending the previous decree of 8 July 2002, defining the changes of CONI and the consequent
establishment of the Paralympic Committee.
The CONI through its "School of Sport" programme promotes an education
aimed to meet the demand of the sporting universe, using new teaching
methods and tools, with attention to the development of e-learning. Many
federations use the web to allow their members to attend training courses
avoiding long and costly trips, such as the FIGC Italian Football Federation
(http://www.football-network.it/) or the Italian Swimming Federation FIN

—
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(http://online.federnuoto.it/sit/), which, through their portals, provide online training courses for their members.
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SERBIA

People with disabilities at a glance
Up-to-date demographic information on the people with disabilities in
Serbia is currently missing. The only representative data that are publicly
available date back from 2011 through the Statistical Office of the Republic
of Serbia, which uses the definition of disability, set by the World Health
Organisation.
Accurate databases that use fixed indicators and regularly monitor
changes and the situation related to the number, status, social position
and social inclusion of persons with disability do not exist in the Republic
of Serbia. In Serbia, statistical dealing with this population is sporadic
and relevant data are either not widely available or do not exist. There is
lack of continuous monitoring and data in area of social life – healthcare,
education, employment and labor market. Therefore, the figures that
appear in various national reports and policies vary. For example, Special
report of Commissioner of Equality is dealing with the estimation that 10%
of the Serbian population are persons with disability (between 700,000
and 800,000 persons) while usual percentage in our region is 10 to 15%.
According to the methodology applied in last census in 2011 in Serbia,
571,780 inhabitants out of 7,186,862 (7.96%) are persons with disability.
At the same time, for 119,482 (1.66%) more citizens of Serbia the status
of the disability is undefined. 58.2% of the population with the disability
are female, 41.8% are male. Statistics regarding engagement in schools are

gathered for persons older than 15, total number of analysed answers is
564,856.
• 12.2 % (69,043 persons) have never attended primary school which is
41.9% of total population of Republic of Serbia who never attended
primary education. 65% of the group is population older than 65.
Female are 2/3 of the population;
• 27.2 % (153,700 persons) finished secondary schools; 42.9% female;
57.1% male;
• 3.4% (19,366 persons) finished higher education; 40.4% female;
59.6% male;
• 3.2% (18,048 persons) have university (or higher) degree; 39.9%
female; 60.1% male.
• In 2012 the Serbian National Employment Agency evidenced
unemployed 19,142 persons with disability of which 14,605 actively
searched employment, while the total number of economically active
persons is around 71,000 persons.
Para athletes related policies within the broader policy context
Serbian legislative support and favor persons with disability in education
(special quotas in universities for sensitive groups) and employment
(obligations and financial stimulation for employers to have a minimal
percentage of persons with disability among the employees).

—

There are no policies specially related to para athletes and their education
or employment in Serbia. Since 2016 the Serbian legislative framework
recognizes Paralympic Committee of Serbia (PCS) as umbrella organisation
for sports of persons with disability. Representatives of Paralympic
Committee of Serbia are members of all commissions of Ministry of Youth
and Sport who are evaluating the proposals of financing sport programmes
or venues submitted by national sport federations, local governments and
clubs. Serbian Law on Sport equates Olympic and Paralympic athletes in
all of their rights and obligations. By Decree on National Recognitions
and Awards in Sports of the Government of the Republic of Serbia all
para athletes who achieve the podium in major competitions (European
and World championships and Paralympic Games) are granted with prize
between 10.000 and 50.000 EUR and, after turning 40, a lifelong monthly
income in amount between 1 and 3 average monthly salary in Republic of
Serbia, depending of achieved results. At the same time, their coaches are
granted the prizes in same amount as athletes. The Decree is covering all
athletes who ever won a medal in major sport events. Athletes younger than
40 are eligible for annual grants paid monthly in range from half to double
average monthly salary in Serbia, depending to their results in previous
year. Conditions for receiving the grant are defined with the rulebook who
define that pupil has to achieve at least minimal success in school in order
to be eligible. In 2020, 56 athletes with disability are receiving the grants.
8 of them are students.
According to the Law on sport since 2012 all sport venues, including
school playgrounds, must be accessible for persons with disability. Since
2007 Serbian Government multiplied annual financing of national sport
organisation of persons with disability from 60.000 EUR to 650.000
EUR. Strategy of sports development in Republic of Serbia 2014–2018
significantly boosted development of Para Sport in Republic of Serbia. Its
main goals regarding persons with disability were activation youth and
women in sport activities, capacity building in local organizations and sport
venues customization. At the moment, new Strategy is in progress with
active participation of representatives of PCS. Although Serbian legislative
contains mechanism for protecting and stimulating persons with disability,
as well as educational institutions and employers in the fields of social
care, education and labormarket, there are no mechanism for dual career,
neither in Olympic nor Paralympic field of sport.
Structural settings of para sport
According to Serbian sport legislative PCS is obliged to cover all associations, clubs, athletes and coaches involved in parasport. According to the
Statute of PCS, Olympic federations (such are Taekwondo Association of

—
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Serbia or Badminton Association of Serbia) who are at the same time responsible for Paralympic Sports are obliged to set up organisational unit
that will govern Para Sport and represent that sport and para athletes in the
Assembly of Paralympic Committee of Serbia. Usually, sport organisations
of persons with disability have less capacities (both human and financial)
than inclusive organisations. The consequence is that most of the clubs and
associations are fighting for survival due to lack of funding and professional
management.
In Serbia, there are 600 male 38 female registered athletes who are currently participating in national championships in para sports or in international competitions through their sport associations or PCS. We have
registered para athletes in Para Triatlon and Para Snow Sports who are
competing in international events without national championships due to
the lack of athletes in these sports. Our estimation of membership in other
national federations who are governing other branches of sport for persons
with disability (Sport association of persons with disability in Serbia, Deaflympics Serbia and National Sport Association of Visually Impaired Persons
of Serbia) is around 1,000 athletes.
Estimated number of sport clubs and association of persons with disability
in Serbia is between 90 and 100 with estimated number of athletes who
regularly practice sport between 1,200 and 1,300. Since 2012 there are
more and more inclusive clubs in Serbia who have athletes with disability
in their membership. According to the evidence of PCS, there are 74 sport
clubs of persons with disability. According to the Serbian Law on Sport,
only sport organisation who participates in official competitions organised
by the respective recognized federation has a right to use word “club” in its
name. More than 50% of our member clubs have, in total (including coaches), 3 to 5 members. Local social organisations of persons with disability
usually have their sport sections. These organisations are not members of
PCS. Our estimation that there are between 15 and 20 such organisations
in Serbia.
Key stakeholders and specific support measures to para athletes’ DC
Paralympic Committee of Serbia is willing to promote DC programme and
support its members in participating in it. As a national umbrella organisation, Paralympic Committee of Serbia has access to the potential users of
the DC programmes and with its authority is capable to involve all national
Para Sport federations in the DC programme. Paralympic Committee of
Serbia is a national governing body for Para Athletics, Para Swimming, Powerlifting, Boccia, Goalball and Para Snow Sports. Partner we would like to
have in this project are:
•

Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Development;

•

Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veteran and Social Affairs;

•

National Employment Agency;

•

Local social organisations of persons with disability who have sport
activities.

In addition, almost all faculties and high schools in Serbia for physical education and sport have a kind of DC programme for their students. These
programmes are neither unique nor standardized, they are tailored from
case to case. Having in mind that PCS is producing its Development Strategy for next 8 years which will be included in National Strategy of Sport
Development, we will add a chapter to our Strategy dedicated to DC programmes.
Initiatives regarding DC programmes for athletes with disability in Serbia
don’t exist. We couldn’t identify even a single sample of good practice regarding this issue. However, there are examples of para athletes who finished their education while practicing sport on elite level. Most of these
athletes got their degrees in coaching or/and in sport management.
None of the stakeholders developed policies regarding dual careers of para
athletes. PCS and its Foundation are supporting athletes from case to case,
according to their needs and the circumstances. Focused interviews were

conducted with Mr. Zoran Micovic, President of PCS and Mr. Aleksandar
Kocevic, pro-bono CEO of the Foundation of PCS, who explained the situation regarding dual career among Serbian paraathletes.
1.

Zoran Micovic, President of Paralympic Committee of Serbia.
PCS put a lot of efforts to declare itself as a sport organisation and
to promote itself and our athletes in Serbian publicity and among
the stakeholders, especially to Serbian Government. The main outcome is huge increase of financing by the Government in last five
years. In order to support our members in their needs that are not
sport related we established the Foundation of Paralympic Committee of Serbia. International Paralympic Committee had an initiative
in dual career development with one of the global HR agencies, PCS
participated in it, and several meetings with the project coordinator
and with the local branch of the company were conducted, but without concrete outcome. It is not rare to get an asking from athletes in
supporting them in front of their schools and faculties which is not
a complicated task for us. These situations are usually resolved by
simple statement from our side that athlete has obligations toward
national team and we haven’t had bad experiences. Sometimes some
of athletes need additional financial support and that is usually resolved either with ad hoc decision of Government Board to provide
support from the donations or sponsorships or with asking to the
companies from the established network to provide support. We are
supporting only young athletes who achieved good results and have
potential for podium performance on major competitions. All other
requests that are not related to sport are forwarded to Foundation.
PCS has a budget for education of its athletes and coaches in sports
management, coaching and technical skills. It has arrangements with
several sport faculties regarding the education of the members and
PCS is getting these services for free or with significant discounts.
PCS also has a budget for international seminars and educations in
the field of sport. PCS does not have intense to be professional educators, but very interested in dual career development in Serbia.

2.

—

Mr. Aleksandar Kocevic, pro-bono CEO of the Foundation of Paralympic Committee of Serbia
Foundation has been established in 2008. Its main task is to provide
support to Paralympic Committee of Serbia in the issues that are not
directly related to sports. In past twelve years the Foundation supported many of our members in their medical, financial and other personal
needs. It is also supporting young athletes, if they not fulfilling the
criteria in their first participations in international competitions. The
Foundation has helped several athletes in finding the jobs or financial
support from companies that are supporting the organisaton. At the
moment, it does not have dual career programme for the athletes. This
project is very good step in right direction. Hopefully, it could motivate
more of the members to continue with the higher education.
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SWEDEN
“ The different needs and conditions of people should not determine the
possibility of participation and security in society. To create a more accessible
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and equal Sweden, better statistics on living conditions for people are required.” –
Lena Hallengren, Minister of Health and Social Affairs
Para athletes related policies within the broader policy context
Currently there is no register that includes the number of people with disabilities in Sweden. All statics are estimations taken from various studies
and the results/figures are varying depending on the studies’ focus. However, the WHO estimates that around 15% of the World’s population have
a disability. When it comes to people with intellectual disability about 1% of
Sweden’s inhabitants have an intellectual disability and about 1% of Sweden’s inhabitants have a visual impairment. Funka, the non-profit initiative
among all disability organisations in Sweden estimates that there are 515
000 people with a physical disability aged 16 and older. Almost half of them
are above 75 years old. It is estimated that more than 1,5 million people
in Sweden have ahearing impairment. However, Deaflympics Movement is
not part of the Paralympic Movement and not part of Swedish Parasport
and therefore not part of the analysis/report.
In Sweden, there are currently no official criteria for determining who is
included in the group of people with disabilities. Different authorities use
different definitions in their investigations and even in investigations within the same authority different definitions can be used today. Statistics
Sweden (SCB) – a government agency develops therefore indicators that
may form the basis for a definition of disability. Such a definition needs to
include the indicators and issues used at EU level and at the same time include a broader spectrum of disabilities that are more in line with national
needs and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.
Statistics Sweden has started to analyse the number of people with disability and the first results are expected to be published soon.
Consequently, right now there are no precise statistics of people with disabilities engaged in secondary and higher education; percentage of people
with disabilities who are employed or self-employed. Precise numbers are
expected to be published with the analysis of SCB. However, there is a
report from 2019 presented by SCB in cooperation with the Swedish Public Employment Service which indicates the following: employed persons
with disabilities: In the population of people aged 16–64 years 79% are
employed. This corresponds to 5 million people. Of these, 11% are people with disabilities, which corresponds to 554,000 individuals. Overall the
Swedish employment rate is 79% among people with disability it is 69%.
The same report states that the education of people with disabilities is
shorter than the education in the population. In the population aged 16–64
years 14% have compulsory education as the highest completed education,
compared to 16% among people with disabilities. Among persons with disabilities 47% have upper secondary education as their highest completed
education, compared to 39% among the population in total. About 46% of
the population have post-secondary education compared to 35% among
people with disabilities.
National legislation, strategies and policies targeted to people with disabilities
“It is ten times as common with ill-health in people with disabilities and almost
three times as common with mental ill-health compared to the rest of the population.”
Sweden strives for equal opportunities for everyone and “Design for all” is
one of the guiding principles in Sweden’s accessibility work. General inaccessibility means that people with functional disabilities do not have the
same opportunities as others to participate in community life. The Swedish
government is working to overcome this problem in various ways. If society
is designed for all, it is also accessible to all.
Overall, the responsibility for improving accessibility for all people is divided into different levels of government and public agencies:
•

The Swedish government and parliament establish guidelines for disability policies, mainly through legislation;

•

Government agencies have a national responsibility for specific sectors, including education, healthcare and employment;

•

The county councils are responsible for health and medical care;

•

The 290 Swedish municipalities are responsible for education and social services, among other things.

Labour market: “The Swedish state is responsible for helping people to find
and keep jobs through its public employment agencies. Employers who hire
people whose work capacity is limited are sometimes entitled to wage subsidies. The state-owned services and goods provider Samhall offers people
with disabilities meaningful employment that furthers their personal development.”
The National Strategy on Disability focuses on improving the access of
people with disabilities to participate in cultural and sports activities. Additionally, the strategy integrates the perspectives of people with disabilities
into the regular contribution in the field of culture and sport.
The National Agency for Special Needs Education and Schools coordinates
the Swedish government’s support for special needs education, with a view
to helping students meet their educational goals.
The Swedish Agency for Participation coordinates and actively promotes
progress in the disability policy field. It seeks to accelerate development
towards a society in which everyone can participate equally, regardless of
disability.
According to Sweden´s initial report on the Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities, ‘all child and youth sporting activities that receive state subsidies should be compatible with the UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child’.
Structural settings of parasport
Regarding the number of registered athletes with disabilities, it is simply
not possible to answer this question due to the following reasons:

—

•

It is up to each club to register their members and there are many clubs
that do not register their members;

•

There are clubs which do not want to register members with disability. Some of the members with disabilities train and compete in the
able-bodied sports/classes/disciplines and consequently no data for
registered athletes with disabilities is available;

•

However, it is estimated that the Swedish Parasport Federation has
about 23 336 members (status April 2020, data from 2019). This estimation relates to athletes who are members in the clubs connected to
the Swedish Parasport Federation. Unknown figures for those sports
that are not organised under the umbrella of the Swedish Parasport
Federation. The Swedish sports clubs have more than 3.1 million
members.

The Swedish Parasport Federation has 552 member clubs (status April
2020, data from 2019). The Swedish Confederation of Sport which is the
umbrella federation for all organised sport consists of 72 sport federations
and more than 23,045 member clubs.
Para athletes related policies within the broader policy context
Sweden strives for equal opportunities for everyone and “Design for all”
is one of the guiding principles. It applies to sports, education, continuing
and vocational education or employment policies. All individuals have the
right to become active members in all Swedish sports clubs. Some of the
clubs belong/are under the umbrella of the specific sport federations (e.g.
swimming, rowing, canoe, golf) and some belong/are under the umbrella of
the Parasport federation (e.g. goalball and boccia).
There are, however, no para athletes related policies focusing on education, continuing and vocational education or employment.

—
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Key stakeholders engaged in service delivery to para athletes
The research undertaken in Sweden identified the following key stakeholders who are somehow engaged in supporting para athletes:
•

Swedish Confederation of Sports: umbrella organisation with the task
of supporting its member federations and, in an official capacity, representing the whole Swedish sports movement in contacts with the
authorities, politicians, etc.;

•

Swedish Parasport Federation and Swedish Paralympic Committee: an
umbrella organisation for all parasport in Sweden;

•

Swedish Parasport Federation is responsible for:

•

•

•

Athletics

•

Boccia

•

Goalball

•

Judo

•

Shooting Para sport

•

Wheelchair rugby

•

Biathlon

•

Cross-country skiing

•

Alpine skiing

•

Para ice hockey

•

Snowboard

Sport federations that have Paralympic sports:
•

Archery

•

Badminton

•

Canoe

•

Cycling

•

Equestrian

•

Football 5-a-side

•

Powerlifting

•

Rowing

•

Sitting volleyball

•

Swimming

•

Table tennis

•

Taekwondo

•

Triathlon

•

Wheelchair basketball

•

Wheelchair fencing

•

Wheelchair tennis

•

Wheelchair curling

Swedish Paralympic Committee is responsible for all Paralympic activity (e.g. nomination process).

Specific support measures to para athletes’ DC
Swedish Paralympic Committee also appears to be a key organisation in
providing a support to para athletes’ dual career. It is dedicated to strengthening the Paralympic Movement, supporting high performance athletes
with a disability, and promoting their success, inspires people with disability to get involved in sports. Other main responsibilities include:
•

Organisation and implementation of Sweden's participation in
Paralympic Games;

•

Nomination of Paralympians after qualification to the Paralympic
Games;

•

Decision on active and leaders' participation in the Paralympic Games;

•

Preparation for participation in the Paralympic Games;

•

Contribution to the development of elite sports;

•

International work and cooperation;

•

Management of marketing and sponsorship in order to continuously
work to attract more athletes to the Paralympic movement;

•

Create conditions to support athletes who have the ambition and desire to reach the top so that their dreams can be realised. Therefore,
it is important to build long-term partnerships that can provide the
resources needed.

Swedish Paralympic Committee runs a 3-year training programme Elitidrottskolan (EIS) offered to young high-performance para athletes. It is
delivered in a partnership with the Confederation of Sports and sports federations and clubs where the Paralympic athletes train. The programme
aims to prepare the young athletes for their careers within their sport and is
seen as a contribution to their professional education. Many EIS-students
are currently studying at university or are in their last year of high school.
The programme offered each second year consists of 8 weekends where
the following is offered:

—

•

Training planning

•

Sports psychology

•

Nutrition

•

Press Training

•

Antidoping

•

Value training

EIS has an innovative concept due to the athlete-centred approach. The
students coming from all-over the country have various backgrounds and
represent all Paralympic sports (winter and summer sports). The face-toface-learning seminars are supplemented by some homework and online
learning, individually adjusted to the student’s/athlete’s training and competition schedule. The programme accepts around 20 students per class
and one of the main criteria is that the applicant is evaluated as a potential
Paralympic athlete within the next 4-5 years.
The athletes are trained to:
•

Become 24-h athletes;

•

Better plan their training and sports career;

•

Give professional interviews and presentations;

•

Connect young high-performancepara athletes from different sports.

Swedish Confederation of Sports has a strategy, strategy 2025 (Strategi
2025) which focuses mainly on the following five priority areas:

—
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•

The modern sports club is committed;

•

Inclusive sport for all;

•

A new innovative way of practice and competition;

•

Equality for a successful sport movement;

•

A strong leadership.

All member federations and clubs are obliged to follow and implement
this strategy and to adjust their work towards the objectives. Funding programmes distributed by the Confederation of Sports focus on these five
areas on national level for the member federations and on regional level for
the district federations and on local level for the sports clubs.
The Swedish Parasport Federation has elaborated an own strategy 2025
adjusted to the needs of the federation. The three main objectives are:
•

Parasport Sweden is an innovative strong player within the Swedish
sport movement;

•

A lifelong activity for people with a disabilities;

•

Swedish Parasport leads parasport towards success at the Paralympic
Games and other international parasport competitions.
•

Strategic areas:

•

We offer para athletes the best possible support for their sports
career. The ambition is to increase the economic circumstances
to enable full focus on sports;

•

We develop elite para sports through contribution of a further
development of coach education;

•

We promote the Paralympic work with commitment and participation of all Paralympic federations;

•

We promote Swedish sports policy interest on an international
level for parasport.

Athletes Pathway, a Paralympic Development Path/ladder

Riksidrottsgymnasium (RIG) for Para Athletics, managed by Swedish
Parasport Federation, is a unique programme where young para athletes
to combine their high school studies with their training in athletics for 3-4
years.
The programme is offered every year and altogether up to 12 student-athletes can study and train at RIG Athletics. A gender quota of 60/40 is observed. Applications are open for athletes who have:

•

a physical disability;

•

a visual impairment;

•

an intellectual disability.

The RIG-students participate in a comprehensive programme including
training camps and competitions. The young athletes are accommodated
close to the school and training facilities.
The concept of RIG for young para athletes is innovative:
•

The only RIG in Sweden exclusively for para athletes;

•

Flexibility to combine education and development as an athlete;

•

Accommodation is close to the training facilities and school;

•

A practical internship included in the school programme;

•

Unlimited access to training facilities;

•

Support in sport medicine;

•

Support from expert coaches.

The programme promotes the young participant’s DC. Due to the flexibility
to combine both their sport career and their basic education the athletes
are prepared to further studies.
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4 . A G G R E G AT E D R E S U LT S F R O M T H E F I E L D S U R V E Y S

The field work was focused on conducting surveys among two main target groups para athletes, as well as the sport system represented by sport
organisations that have some policy/practices in place to support athletes
with disabilities. Based on the received answers from the survey questionnaires, the descriptive analysis of the results is presented in this section.
Having also in mind the policies that have been implemented or are still
under development in each of the studied countries, a few interesting patterns emerge.

4 . 1 . R E S U LT S F R O M T H E S U R V E Y W I T H A C T I V E
PA R A AT H L E T E S I N T H E S E V E N PA R T N E R
COUNTRIES.
The first group of respondents consisted of 181 active para athletes who
are either students at school or university, or work with the status of an
employee or selfemployed, and participate at least in national championships (i.e. undertaking DC).The primary aim here was to gain insight to their
personal experiences of DC by identifying their needs and challenges they
are facing in pursuing DC.
1. Socio-demographic and disability status of the participants – aggregated
for the seven countries
Figures 1 through 3-a present a summary of the demographic and disability
background of the active para athletes in the partner countries in terms
of gender, social status at the time of conducting the study, and type of
disability and period of disability.

—

1. Socio-demographic and disability status of the participants – breakdown by country

et groups para athletes, as well as the sport system represented by sport

—
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Except to Italy, the number of male participants surveyed outnumbers
those of female para athletes in the rest of the countries (see Figure 4).

As seen from Figure 5, the prevailing number of active para athletes pursuing DC are university students and employees. Concerning their age, a wide
diversity is witnessed with athletes within 19–30 age group as dominant
(see Table 1).

Table 1. Age
Bulgaria

Croatia

Greece

Ireland

Italy

15-18 years
old

6%

12%

7%

19-22

6%

7%

36%

33%

Serbia

Sweden

Total

5%

5%

10%

45%

21%

23-26

11%

11%

14%

21%

50%

33%

32%

26%

27-30

22%

33%

10%

21%

17%

10%

8%

15%

31-34

22%

11%

5%

14%

5%

5%

7%

35-38

11%

17%

19%

24%

5%

11%

39-42

11%

43-46

11%

47-50

14%

10%

6%

6%

5%

10%

4%

11%

12%

4%

The sample contains a relatively even dispersion regarding the stage of
getting their disability (see Figure 6). However, Ireland (79%) and Sweden
(82%) have the largest number of athletes who have got their disability
congenital. Conversely, most of Croatian and Italian participants have acquired their disability in the period of early childhood. This illuminates a
relatively high degree of social experience in living with a disability.
Figure 6-a presents a breakdown of the share of para athletes, according
to the type of their disability. The majority of elite para athletes has physical disabilities, followed by those with neurological (50 per cent of Italian
respondents) and sensory (average 20 per cent). There is also a very moderate number of athletes with intellectual disability (e.g. Italy – 23 per cent,
Croatia – 6 per cent, and Sweden – 5 per cent).

—

—
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2. Athletic background
A few paralympic sports are clearly distinguishable in terms of practicing,
as shown in Table 2. These include athletics, swimming, table tennis, and
wheelchair basketball, which also enjoy high levels of worldwide popularity.
Nevertheless, there are some parasports and disciplines w hich are widely
practiced in the individual countries and their popularity can be interpreted
from country-specific cultures, traditions, attitudes, sport policy context
and resource availability.
Table 2. Sports practiced by the respondents in numbers
Sport / Country

BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

ITA

SRB

SWE

Alpine skiing

1

6

-

-

-

-

2

Archery

-

1

-

-

-

-

1

Athletics

6

-

8

4

9

9

6

Badminton

1

-

-

-

-

-

-

Boccia

-

1

6

-

-

-

1

Cross-country skiing

2

-

-

-

-

-

-

Cycling

1

-

2

1

-

-

1

Equestrian

-

-

-

-

8

-

1

Football 5-a-side

-

-

1

4

-

-

Goalball

-

-

3

-

-

1

3

Judo

-

2

-

-

-

-

-

Para ice hockey

-

-

-

-

-

-

1

Powerlifting

-

-

1

-

6

1

-

Rowing

-

-

-

-

-

-

1

Shooting para sport

-

-

-

-

-

-

4

Sitting volleyball

-

1

-

-

-

-

-

Swimming

-

2

6

4

-

4

5

Table tennis

3

2

3

-

-

7

5

-

1

-

2

-

-

Triathlon
Wheelchair basketball

5

1

1

1

3

Wheelchair fencing

-

-

-

-

2

-

-

Wheelchair rugby

-

-

-

-

-

-

2

Wheelchair tennis

1

-

-

-

-

-

1

Bowling*

-

1

-

-

-

-

-

Chess*

-

1

-

-

-

-

-

Sailing*

-

-

-

-

-

-

1

Showdown*

1

-

-

-

-

-

-

* Non-Paralympic sport

Data from Figures 7 and 8 reveal that the majority of para athletes have
accumulated a wealth of competition experience (i.e. more than 10 years
or between 6 to 10 years). This contention is also substantiated by the fact
that athletes have launched their formative athletic pathway during their
early childhood or at youth age (see Figure 9). The Irish, Bulgarian and Croatian cohorts constitute the highest number of participants at Paralympic

3

Games with 57 per cent, 50 per cent and 44 per cent respectively. When
adding their solid background related to participation in a range of sport
events at national and international levels to their athletic experience we
can conclude that the athletes in the sample are directly affected by the
challenges surrounding the dual career.

—

Among the key drivers of practicing sport the following are discernible:
the influence of family members, the motivational role of other successful athletes, plus an internal stimulus of self-confidence. The former two
factors affect the latter. Other social drivers such as making new friends

—
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also contribute towards the decision to become an athlete. In countries like
Serbia (43%), Bulgaria, Croatia and Greece (33% each) participants have a
previous sport history before their disability.
Table. 3. Driving forces to become a para athlete (in %)
BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

ITA

SRB

SWE

Family members’ encouragement

33

28

19

71

7

14

63

Inspiration by other athletes

44

50

29

43

30

33

45

It was a way to prove confidence in my own strengths
and abilities

50

50

52

21

7

48

42

I have participated in a
sport selection event initiated by a sport organisation

22

17

31

7

20

24

32

Making new friends

22

33

29

21

20

24

11

I have been active in sports
before my accident/my
disability

33

33

33

29

3

43

5

Through my rehabilitation
center

6

6

14

7

13

14

-

*Other (Approached by the
PC chair-BUL; Desire to engage in a sport for training,
For therapeutic and health
reasons, To inspire children-GRE; To keep social
bonds with friends-SWE)

17

-

14

-

-

-

3

Among the Bulgarian para athletes those who have some professional
qualification find realization in the fields of PE and sport, IT sector, social
activities, and banking.
Only few Croatian athletes did state any professional qualifications relating
to computer programming, education, and sport sciences. The Greek para
athletes’ professional qualifications are in the fields of education and pedagogy, sport coaching, psychology, public administration, trade, finances,

music, IT & information systems. In the Ireland case the following fields
of qualification are witnessed: IT industry, fitness sector, fine art media &
education. The vast majority (90%) of the Italian para athletes does not
have any professional qualification, while one person mention gardening
and two athletes working as electricians. Among the Serbian athletes the
dominant qualifications include sport-related areas, followed by environmental sciences, foreign languages, and economy. A rich diversity of professional qualifications is seen among the Swedish para athletes – education, pedagogy and teaching, trade and services, public administration, and
IT specialists.

—

4. Dual career attitudes and identity
The Swedish para athletes mentioned security for the future as the main
motive for university education (see Figure 13). 58 per cent of them perceived their university degrees as an important backup for their lives after
the competitive athletic career. A part of Italian (27%), Irish (21%), Bulgarian (17%) and Serbian (14%) para athletes, however, do not see university education as a major advantage for their future, and for them parental
pressure had been the main reason to take up studies. About 40 per cent
of the respondents from Croatia, Greece and Ireland have a more strategic
perspective on their life career. This means that some motivational profiles

—
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are driven by understanding the high importance of sport and education,
which facilitates coordination of efforts in reaching both sport and study
goals.

DC athletes' motivation and identity are the topics intertwined with both
DC challenges and personal and external resources facilitating a successful
adjustment. The motivational profile with sport as a passion and education
as a need is usually associated with athletic identity dominating over academic and other identity dimensions. Quantitative research typically shows
that their athletic identity is higher than the academic one, which is also
confirmed by the results of this study (see Figure 14). It is especially true
for the para athletes from Serbia (76%), Croatia (61%) and Bulgaria (44%)
and the strikingly different situation with the Swedish respondents (79%),
who explicitly prioritise the efforts to find a balance between sport and
education or work. Close to half of the Irish and Greek athletes fall into this
category. Interestingly, over 70 per cent out of the respondents in the partner countries demonstrated a high degree of self-confidence and ability to
manage their DC with relative ease and confidence. (see Figure 15). The
only exception is Greece where 43 per cent found it extremely difficult to
combine DC commitments.

5. Experienced difficulties in managing DC
Athletes in all countries studied outlined as the most pressing barriers the
lack of sufficient flexibility in their study and sport commitments, the perceived shortage of free time for social life and contacts (which is not so
significant reason for the Italian respondents), plus financial burdens (see
Table 5). It is also interesting to note that the Irish athletes experience a
relatively high expectations on the part of their family members to strike
the balance between sport and education priorities, while their Croatian
counterparts seem to realize they are least equipped with skills to cope
with various difficulties and challenges in their lives. Despite work is an
integral part of the dual career puzzle, it could be interpreted either as a
well-informed and wishful decision (i.e. preferred choice) or as an imposed
circumstance to make living out (i.e. coercive choice).
Table 5. The most serious difficulties/barriers faced (in %)

—

BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

ITA

SRB

SWE

I realize that I lack key skills
to deal with the various
difficulties and problems in
my life

11

44

10

-

10

24

18

Insufficient understanding
and support from certain
teachers

11

11

14

14

10

10

8

Intolerant attitude of others

6

11

10

14

13

10

5

Lack of confidence especially when I am not part
of a group of people with
disabilities

17

-

5

7

7

5

8

I often have to miss lessons
because of training or competition engagements

22

17

31

29

17

10

24

I do not have enough time to
prepare for course requirements and to take exams

17

11

12

36

10

14

8

Exams often coincide with
training or competition
engagements

17

11

36

29

3

14

16

Limited free time for private
life and social contacts

28

50

33

43

10

19

47

High expectations and
pressure from my federation
always to give my best in
trainings and competitions

11

17

14

7

3

5

5

In most cases, I have to deal
with teachers and exams on
my own

6

11

14

7

10

5

3
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I have to live up to the
expectations of my parents
/ loved ones to complete
my education and make my
sport dream true

6

6

10

43

10

5

8

I am short on finances and
have to work

39

28

48

29

10

29

58

Poor accessibility to facilities
and other resources

33

11

31

14

3

24

5

*Other (No opinion-BUL;
Difficulty in finding a
qualified coach, Increased
demands of work and family
duties do not allow me to
raise my level of competition-GRE; No opinion-IRL;
High expectations towards
myself when it comes to
both my career as an athlete
and my studies, Although
my employer understands
me I receive a reduced
salary and should rely on my
parents, Lack in the local/
public system of accompanying persons, this combined
with not sufficient amount
of hours where I can train,
Recruitment of new players,
Most difficult is to deliver
everything with quality, To
get time and the economic
circumstances to really allow
me to focus on my sports
career, Long travels from
univeristy to training-SWE)

6

-

5

7

-

-

11

6. Patterns and sources of support in managing DC
Personal skills, attributes and attitudes are decisive factors in DC coping,
while all sources and forms of formal and less formal external support (e.g.
parents, coaches, peers, sport administrators or professional support providers) serve as complementary factors. Therefore, their support should be
rather directed towards helping para athletes become self-responsible by
creating autonomy supportive DC environment.
Participants mentioned receiving some forms of support from family, employers and colleagues, coach, peers, educational institutions and/or sport
administrators (see Table 6). Parents and family were mentioned by the majority of athletes in Sweden (84%), Ireland (79%), Bulgaria and Serbia (67%
each), Greece (60%) and Croatia (56%) as significant supporters in their
dual career emotionally and sometimes also financially. Interestingly, Italian respondents reported very low family reliance which is to some extent
surprising given the importance of the family and close communal relations
in the culture of this country.
Also, except to the Swedish sample, the rest of para athletes felt that personal effort was a significant factor in managing DC. Individual athletes
also have a responsibility for their own development and career choices.
Indeed, gaining flexibility in study or work arrangements is very often a
matter of personal negotiation skills. On the other hand, this illuminates the
importance of individual agency and policy advocacy which are significant
influences in the adoption of special measures for DC athletes.

Table 6. Main sources of support (in %)
BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

ITA

SRB

SWE

My parents and family
members

67

56

60

79

3

67

84

School mates

17

-

10

7

3

5

11

Club/Teammates

67

44

43

64

7

43

34

My coach

83

44

57

64

10

43

53

School/university teachers

22

6

5

36

10

-

-

Club manager

33

-

19

7

23

10

5

People from the federation

61

11

14

21

17

0

13

My current employer and
colleagues

22

22

14

14

3

5

26

My personal sponsoring
company

-

-

7

14

17

-

18

I rely primarily on myself

28

28

52

14

27

43

-

*Other (Girlfriend-CRO)

-

6

-

-

-

-

-

Apart from getting traditional coaching services para athletes also highlighted other forms of resource support like psychological, financial, physiotherapeutic and material in a proportion varying from country to country.
Table 7. Kinds of support received apart from coaching services (in %)

—

BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

ITA

SRB

SWE

Psychological/emotional

44

67

38

50

33

71

29

Physiotherapeutic

17

22

33

71

50

24

29

Financial

50

61

24

43

7

43

21

Material

44

-

29

14

13

10

39

*Other (None-BUL,GRE;
Nutrition and medical-IRL;
None, Accompanying person
for strength/endurance
training-SWE)

6

-

14

14

-

-

24

Sport organisations have proved to be a central development environment
in providing opportunities for a successful dual career (see Table 8). This is
why the forms of support they provide to their athletes are an important
factor enabling or limiting the development of a satisfying DC. Respondents pointed out the provision of financial support as the most useful.
The provision of opportunities for education / qualification for a coach or
sports administrator, medical care and assistance in negotiating ‘appropriate’ study arrangements have been identified as much needed. In this
regards parasport federations are instrumental in utilising the talent and
readiness by some athletes to continue being involved in sport as coaches, administrators, referees, leaders or role models. This entails continuity
and creation of social capital for the parasport community, organisations
and the entire sport system. Nonetheless, the leading motive remains the
financial stability and autonomy, which would contribute to the opening
of other types of opportunities for DC. In addition, a considerable reserve
exists for parasport governing bodies to collaborate with external agencies
in designing and delivering tailor-made programmes aimed at building understandings and skills for wider employability, including career planning
and management and entrepreneurship.

—
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Table 8. Forms of support from the athletes' sport organisations considered most useful
(in %)
BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

ITA

SRB

SWE

Facilitating my study at
school/university by securing ‘appropriate’ educational
arrangements

33

17

36

21

-

14

8

Lifestyle counseling provided by qualified lifestyle
performance advisor

6

11

24

21

7

14

21

Medical help

33

17

29

14

27

19

8

Providing personal assistant

6

77

24

21

10

19

11

Providing financial support

72

61

60

57

17

67

79

Providing special study
scholarship

11

17

14

36

7

5

21

Providing opportunity to
enroll in a program for the
acquisition of skills for
career planning and management

22

44

14

7

10

10

8

Providing opportunity to enroll in a program/course in
business entrepreneurship

11

28

19

7

7

14

13

Helping with the fee for attending vocational studies/
courses

28

22

10

14

20

5

8

Providing opportunity to get
education/qualification as a
coach or sport administrator

39

28

33

36

10

24

21

*Other (None-GRE; None,
Access to increased amount
of hours for accompanying
person, Support in having
a dialog with my university-SWE)

-

-

2

-

-

-

5

Other significant sources of support or constrains for the development of
para athletes’ DC constitute the educational sector and employers (see
Figures 16 and 17). The results confirm this contention. In general, educational institutions (school/university) and employers exhibit predominantly
favourable attitudes to support the DC pursuits of that athletes concerned.
To some extent, exceptions are employers in Italy (60%) and Greece (29%),
and educational institutions in Italy (37%), Bulgaria (33%) and Greece (33%).

7. Post-athletic orientations and perceived benefits from sport
Perception of personal skills and competencies was a significant factor in
satisfaction with DC. Personal qualities of responsibility, goal setting, team
work, self-confidence and communication abilities were seen as the main
contributors to successful DC (see Table 9). This was either through good
organisation, such as efficient time management, or discipline and responsibility towards one’s tasks. Personal effort was also expressed in the form
of assertiveness and developed communication skills.

Table 9. Skills acquired in sport considered most useful in other
professional fields or life situations (in %)

—

BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

ITA

SRB

SWE

Discipline

89

94

86

79

3

86

53

Organisation (time and task
management)

72

89

69

79

13

48

47

Responsibility

89

83

71

79

17

67

61

Goal setting and achieving

67

83

64

79

10

57

87

Self-control

83

56

67

57

3

38

39

Learning foreign language

33

39

24

-

7

29

32

Communication with other
people

67

78

52

57

3

24

47

Confidence in yourself

61

61

71

71

7

43

47

Problem solving

39

56

40

-

3

33

50

Team work

61

50

43

50

13

43

45

Adaptability

50

61

36

36

7

67

42

Concentration

61

39

55

29

13

48

29

Mental resistance

28

61

40

50

7

52

32

-

-

-

-

-

-

3

*Other (Leadership-SWE)

—
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Over half of the para athletes in Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, Ireland, Italy,
Serbia and Sweden demonstrate a clear career orientation to continue
working in their current area of specialization (see Figure 18). However,
only 13 per cent out of the Italian respondents express similar intentions
and where the most significant fluctuations in terms of future plans are
delineated.
An interesting picture appears regarding para athletes’ post-sport career
plans. The Bulgarian athletes are very clearly oriented to stay in sport as
coaches. Few consider working as PE teacher and IT. Almost all of the Croatian athletes’ future career plans do not make an exception and are exclusively focused on sport either as a coach or a administrator, with only very
few starting their own business. Similarly, sport coaching and rehabilitation
services are most preferred by the Greek athletes. Other areas of employment include psychology, IT sector and starting up own private business.
The IT domain is a leading choice for the para athletes in Ireland, followed
by sport industry and a range of social services. The Italian respondents
seems to be least post-sport career thinking, with 87 per cent still have
no labor market orientations while the rest stating as preferences mainte-

nance services and architecture. The Serbian athletes predominately intend
to keep their professional connectedness with sport as coaches or sport
policy experts at local authorities. Various segments of the sport industry
are among the leading options for the Swedish para athletes, together with
educational, pedagogical and public sectors, financial services, engineering,
trade, as well as a great variety of other professions.

4 . 2 . R E S U LT S F R O M T H E S U R V E Y W I T H R E T I R E D
PA R A AT H L E T E S I N T H E S E V E N PA R T N E R
COUNTRIES.
The second group encompassed indicative examples of 30 para athletes
in total, who retired from their competitive sports career and are either
searching to get a job or are self-employed, or employed, or do not work
and receive a disability pension. The primary aim here was to track their
DC trajectories, what critical development decisions, education (formal/
informal), career path preferences and influential experiences shaped their
post-sport transition.
1. Socio-demographic and disability status of the respondents – aggregated for the seven countries
Figures 19 through 21-a show the background of the retired para athletes
in the partner countries in terms of gender, age and disability at the time of
conducting the study.

—

—

P A R A d i g : D u a l - Tr a c k C a r e e r s f o r P a r a A t h l e t e s

1. Socio-demographic and disability status of the respondents – breadown
by country
The profile of the respondents in the group of retired para athletes presupposes an interpretation of the results through the lens of their diverse
socio-demographics characteristics. In terms of their gender, age and disability status variations are witnessed from country to country. Whilst the
Bulgarian, Greek and Serbian random samples encompass 100 per cent
male participants, in the rest of the countries there is a balance between
male and female respondents (see Figure 22). Concerning the other two
variables – age and disability – considerable variations can also be observed including four identified age groups within which retired athletes
fall (see Figure 23) as well as the stage of their life cycle when they got the
disability. As can be seen on Figure 24, the majority of Bulgarian and Irish
ex-para athletes got their disability congenital, while the Italian athletes
experienced it during the stages of their early childhood (50%) or at youth
age (50%). Croatian participants also reported to have got their disability
very early in their life cycle. In two countries, namely Greece, Serbia and
Sweden, this has happened at adult age (40% each).
Similar to the group of active athletes, the share of retired para athletes
with physical impairments is even higher (e.g. Bulgaria and Ireland in 100
per cent each; Greece, Serbia and Sweden in 80 percent each, and Italy –
75 per cent). In Croatia the share of the respondents with physical disabilities and those with sensory is equal (see Figure 24-a).

—

2. Educational background and additional qualifications
If seen from their age and life experience point of view, more than 50 per
cent of respondents in the seven countries have a university degree. In addition, 40 per cent of Serbian, 20 per cent of Green and 20 per cent of Irish
retired para athletes reported to having obtained a diploma for vocational
qualification. The only country whose athletes declared to have a certificate
for completed course is Sweden (20%) (see Figure 25). In support to the importance of education, high rates of acquired professional qualification can
also be viewed, as Figure 26 shows. Only the Italian respondents state to
not having any professional qualification. However, considerable reserves
exist in relation to the acquisition of skills and competencies deliverable
through entrepreneurship education being obtained at certain stage during
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the dual career. Except to the Bulgarian athletes, 75 per cent of whom stated to having completed a course in business entrepreneurship, in the majority of surveyed athletes the rate is very low, with Croatian and Swedish
respondents reporting 100 per cent negatively (see Figure 27). This could
be interpreted as an important moment in pursuing DC as well as a backup
for future professional plans. The results of another related question on the
applicability of such educational courses in their current job support this
contention, with 100 per cent of the respondents from four of the countries answering positively on the above question, namely Bulgaria, Greece,
Italy and Serbia fully agreeing and Ireland where 50 per cent pointed “yes”
and other 50 per cent declared “partially” (see Figure 28).

3. Sporting background
Similar to the active para athletes, reasonably, we can notice a considerable athletic career history and experience in terms of participation in
world class competitions and duration of the sporting career on the part
of the group of retired athletes (see Table 10). For example, 100 per cent
of Croatian and Swedish respondents took part in Paralympic Games and
75 per cent of Bulgarian and 60 per cent of Greek ex-athletes participated
in world championships (see Figure 29). Italy do differ to some extent, as
most of their former para competitors performed at national level only.
Concerning the duration of the athletic career, the two extremes are Croatia (the longest career – over 10 years) and Greece (the ‘shortest’ – 1 to 5
years) with the rest of careers displaying a relatively even continuation (see
Figures 30 and 31).
Table 10. Sports practiced in numbers
Sport / Country

—

BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

ITA

SRB

SWE

Archery

-

-

1

-

-

-

-

Athletics

4

1

4

-

-

2

3

Cycling

-

-

-

1

-

-

-

Football 5-a-side

-

-

-

1

1

-

-

Sitting volleyball

-

-

-

-

1

-

-

Swimming

-

1

2

3

-

1

1

Table tennis

-

-

-

-

-

2

-

Wheelchair basketball

-

-

-

-

1

1

1

Wheelchair tennis

-

-

-

-

1

-

1
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Among the key drivers of practicing sport the following three can be identified: the influence of family members, the motivational role of other successful athletes, plus an internal stimulus of self-confidence in their own
qualities and abilities (see Table 11). Interestingly, 80 per cent of Swedish
athletes and half of the Italian sample had established a previous history
with sport before experiencing their specific disability.
Table 11. Driving forces to become a para athlete (in %)
BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

ITA

SRB

SWE

Family members’ encouragement

25

-

20

80

50

60

40

Inspiration by other athletes

50

-

60

20

100

-

100

It was a way to prove confidence in my own strengths
and abilities

-

50

40

60

-

80

60

I have participated in a sport
selection event initiated by
a sport organisation

-

-

-

-

-

20

20

Making new friends

25

-

20

20

-

40

-

I have been active in sports
before my accident/my
disability

25

-

20

-

50

20

80

Through my rehabilitation
center

25

50

-

-

-

-

20

*Other (my PE teacher-BUL;
New challenge-SWE)

25

-

-

-

-

-

20

A range of reasons for stopping their competition careers can be at play, as
presented in Table 12. These again vary from country to country but aging,
the perceived need of satisfactory finances to make their own living out
of sport, and the challenge to get to something new are among the most
prominent. It is also interesting to note that in the case of Ireland, Greece
and Sweden a considerably larger set of factors affected athletes’ career
decisions compare to the other four countries.
Table 12. Main reasons for quitting the athletic career (in %)
BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

ITA

SRB

SWE

-

-

-

40

-

-

40

25

-

80

20

-

-

40

Family reasons

-

-

20

-

25

20

20

Age

-

50

40

20

-

100

20

High pressure to achieve
results

-

-

40

-

25

-

-

Increased competition in my
sport

-

-

-

20

-

-

-

Lack of support

25

-

20

20

-

-

20

Insufficient finances to
make my living out of sport

25

50

20

40

75

-

20

It was time to try something
new

50

50

-

20

-

40

60

Health related reasons
Loss of motivation

4. Experienced difficulties in managing DC

—

Inevitably, barriers encountered while they were active sportpersons impacted on their dual career’s shape. The following important difficulties significantly affected their pathways: insufficient funding (except to Bulgarian
and Italian respondents), poor training conditions (except to Bulgarian and
Greek respondents), coupled with a perceived lack of flexibility in combining sporting and studying pursuits (see Table 13). Also, close to half of
Croatian and Irish athletes reported forms of overt or covert prejudice and
unequal treatment. Furthermore, it seems that the Irish and Greek athletes
experienced a larger list of difficulties of various sort during their competition periods.

Table 13. Main difficulties experienced during the active athletic career (in %)
BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

ITA

SRB

SWE

-

50

-

20

50

80

20

Insufficient finances

25

-

60

60

50

100

100

Insufficient support

Poor training conditions

-

50

60

20

-

40

80

Prejudice and unequal
treatment

25

50

20

60

-

20

20

Lack of flexibility in combining my athletic and studying
commitments

25

100

20

40

50

-

20

Limited opportunities to get
quality vocational education/useful qualifications

-

-

20

20

75

-

-
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*Other (None-BUL; NoneGRE; Couldn’t stay fully
committed and work full
time, Lack of a fair and
transparent classification
system-IRL)

25

-

20

40

-

-

-

5. Patterns and sources of support in managing DC
Regarding such an important aspect of the dual career as support required
Bulgarian ex-athletes seem most satisfied, with 50 per cent stating they
didn’t need any or were provided all necessary conditions. Expectedly, four
types of most needed assistance were identified as critical, with nuances
from country to country (see Table 14).
Table 14. Most needed kinds of support during the athletic career (in %)
BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

ITA

SRB

SWE

Psychological/emotional

-

-

40

40

75

40

-

Physiotherapeutic

-

50

40

60

25

40

40

Financial

25

50

-

60

25

60

100

Material

50

50

20

20

25

60

80

*Other (I didn’t need any, I
was provided all necessary
conditions-BUL)

50

-

-

-

-

-

-

The junior level was pointed out as crucial time for receiving support by all
athletes. Italian (75%), Irish (60%) and Greek (40%) respondents perceived
that at the transition period between junior and senior, while for Croatian
representatives the senior level turned out as most influential (see Figure
32). On the other hand, it seems that except to Croatia, at the senior stage
and at the time just before ending their athletic career para athletes needed less support.

The retired athletes have relied on three main sources of support including
their family, coach and teammates (see Table 15). Data show a perceived
lack of institutional backing, for example, sport leaders/top executives,
schools, employers or sponsors (with exception to Sweden and Croatia to
some extent). These results demonstrate that para athletes largely rely on a
wide social network of support and not only on their own efforts (here only
Greek and Serbian respondents did give such an answer).

Table 15. Main sources of support (in %)
BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

ITA

SRB

SWE

25

100

40

100

75

60

60

School mates

-

50

-

40

-

20

-

Club/Teammates

-

50

20

60

100

20

60

100

100

40

80

75

60

80

-

50

-

-

-

20

-

Club manager

25

-

20

40

-

-

-

People from the federation

25

-

-

-

-

-

20

-

-

-

20

-

20

20

25

50

-

-

-

-

60

-

-

60

-

-

40

-

My parents and family
members

My coach
School teachers

My employer
My personal sponsoring
company
I relied primarily on myself

Concerning that role of two important DC development environments like
educational authorities and employers, an interesting patterns emerge.
In the case of school and/or university a dichotomy between full support
(e.g. Bulgaria – 100 per cent and Sweden – 75 per cent) and neglecting
(Croatia – 100 per cent and Italy – 75 per cent) (see Figure 33). The same
also applies to employers’ attitudes where Bulgarian and Swedish athletes
enjoyed full understanding and assistance compare to their Croatian and
Greek counterparts who experienced rather negative attitudes towards
their efforts to combine sporting and work commitments (see Figure 34).

—
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Providing that parasport organisations are expected to take care of the
career development of their athletes it is not surprising athletes to count
on them for assistance when needed. Also, given the fact that many of
them remain in the sport system performing the role of coach, instructor,
volunteer or administrator, it is important to keep an ongoing relation with
their organisations. This partly explains why the majority of respondents
identified the opportunity to get education/qualification as a coach or
sport administrator (see Table 16). Again, a rich variation exists regarding
other forms of resource support between the respondents across the seven countries.

Table 16. Forms of support from the athletes' sport
organisations considered most useful (in %)
BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

ITA

SRB

SWE

25

-

40

-

-

-

-

Lifestyle counselling provided by qualified lifestyle
performance advisor

-

-

20

40

-

-

60

Medical help

-

-

-

20

50

-

40

Providing personal assistant

-

-

-

-

25

-

20

Providing study scholarship

50

50

-

-

-

40

20

Providing opportunity to
enroll in a program for the
acquisition of skills for
career planning and management

-

-

-

-

-

-

20

Providing opportunity to enroll in a program/course in
business entrepreneurship

-

-

-

-

-

-

40

Helping with the fee for attending vocational studies/
courses

-

-

-

-

-

-

20

Providing opportunity to get
education/qualification as a
coach or sport administrator

25

100

-

20

75

60

20

Facilitating contacts to prospective employers

-

-

20

20

25

20

20

Providing material support
(e.g. equipment, clothes)

25

-

20

20

25

-

20

Securing sponsors for
athletes

-

-

40

-

-

20

80

*Other (Nothing received-IRL)

-

-

-

20

-

-

-

Facilitating my study at
school/university by securing ‘appropriate’ educational
arrangements

6. Post-athletic pathways
The vast majority of participants surveyed are either employed or self-employed (see Figure 35). This means the athletes have successfully managed
their post-athletic professional pathways. The sport industry in particular
is one of the fast growing employment sectors with a relatively very high
level of self-employed persons. However, 75 per cent of the Italian retired
athletes are currently in a process of searching a job.

—

Interestingly, Bulgarian ex-athletes are engaged in the following domains:
municipal parliament member, sport coach, fitness instructor, IT specialist.
Reasonably, their professional qualifications are closely intertwined with
their today’s occupations. The two Croatian respondents have remained
tightly connected to sport, one working at a management position as a
sport administrator and the other as a swimming high performance director and coach. The Greek respondents stated as their post-athletic realization employment in the public (as a painter in the Ministry of Culture)
and private sectors (as an employee and a lawyer) respectively. The rest
are currently retired and skilled as an electrician and a textile worker. An
interesting case is Ireland where a diversity of post-sport career paths is
witnessed. Here we have a special needs assistant in school with professional qualifications in sport, education and disabilities; a cultural planner
who obtained a university degree in International studies; a civil servant
qualified in public procurement and project management; a stockroom assistant; and a student. The biggest challenge for three out of four Italian
ex-athletes surveyed is to find any job as they are going through a difficult
transition period, while one is involved in administration. Similar to their
Croatian counterparts, the retired Serbian para athletes continue working
in either elite or leisure sport as coaches (four persons with coaching qualification) and one as a physiotherapist with a Defectologist MSc degree.
Conversely, the Swedish sample encompasses indicative examples of five
former para-athletes who have found a successful career realisation either
in other domains/vocations or in sport. These include a qualified physician, specialist in internal medicine, lung medicine and palliative medicine;
a university professor in sociology and HR; a product specialist possessing
qualifications in construction engineering, mathematics, wheelchairs production; a specialist in excavation ironworks and car repairman but currently working as a lecturer and coach; and a headcoach for wheelchair tennis
at the tennis federation as well as lecturer, who is also a sport commentator
on tennis at Eurosport.
Closely related to retired athletes’ post sport professional engagements is
their career trajectory (see Figures 36 and 37). In most of the cases we can
see that a considerable part of them started working during their active
sport career (e.g. Ireland – 80%, Serbia – 60%, Bulgaria and Croatia – 50%
each, and Sweden – 40%). This implies a steady and continuous dual career. There is also a high percentage of athletes who got their first job after
their retirement from sport (e.g. Bulgaria, Croatia and Italy – 50% each,
and Greece and Sweden – 40% each). Contrary on the expectations the
time of finding a job is not so high with significant number of ex-athletes.
As seen on Figure 38, it took them less than a year to find a job (this trend
is observable in six of the countries, except to Greece). This can be partly
explained with the enforcement of a series of social inclusion and employment policies and legislation in the European countries targeted to people
with disabilities.
As Figure 39 illuminates, relying on their own efforts remains a central
mechanism. This entails developing critical skills and attributes such as
proactivity and creativity in the process of searching for employment. In
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addition, three other sources of support in this regard were identified, although less significant.

What is also evident from the results is that in a number of cases the disability is not considered as an important factor for employment and does
not impact on their current occupation. Here Croatia is an exception, as
100 per cent of athletes reported the disability they have strongly affects
their current job (see Figure 40).

—

In contrast to the impact of the physical disability, the education obtained
significantly influences the skills required for doing their recent jobs. In this
sense, the role of educational sector and effectively embedding the concept of employability and the development of related lifelong competencies and skills becomes of crucial importance (see Figure 41).

—
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It was also interesting to probe the ex-athletes’ perceptions on how their
sporting success impacts their life situation (see Figure 42). Not surprisingly, only Bulgarian and Serbian athletes reported a positive impact. This
could be partly explained with the legacy of sport policy the socialist state
to award high performers (e.g. medalists from Olympic Games, World and
European championships) with social and economic benefits, including
sport pensions for life, various material rewards and appointment in the
ranks of army and police structures. Nowadays, corollary of such policy
can be found in many Western countries as well. However, one Bulgarian
respondent views himself in the role of motivator to other athletes and the
Irish representative highlights the avenues for new networking opportunities (see Table 16-a).

Table 16-a. Impact of sporting achievements on
the current para athlete's status (for answers ‘Yes’ and ‘Partially’)
Bulgaria

Ireland

CRO

I inspire others as a role
model

I inspire others as a role model

Became coach
I got sport pension

Undoubtedly, experiencing an athletic career bears the potential of
“school” for developing transferable social skills and competencies that are
highly appreciated by the retired para athletes for their current work and
life situation. The results in Table 17 assert this observation. It would be
difficult and incomplete to derive a single set of skills as leading and most
important. Rather, the cohort of ex-athletes build on complex opportunities enabling a more holistic personal and professional development.
Table 17. Skills acquired in sport that are most important
for the athlete's current job / life situation (in %)
BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

ITA

SRB

SWE

Discipline

100

50

40

100

25

80

60

Organisation (time and task
management)

25

100

20

80

50

60

60

Responsibility

75

100

20

80

25

80

60

Team work

25

50

20

40

75

20

20

Goal setting and achieving

25

100

20

60

75

60

80

Self-control

50

100

80

60

75

60

40

Learning foreign language

50

-

-

-

-

20

-

Communication with other
people

75

50

40

80

25

40

20

Confidence in yourself

50

100

60

80

25

60

40

Problem solving

25

100

40

40

25

100

60

Adaptability

50

100

40

80

25

40

40

-

100

40

40

50

40

60

25

100

40

60

75

40

60

Concentration
Mental resistance

4 . 1 . R E S U LT S F R O M T H E S U R V E Y W I T H S P O R T
O R G A N I S AT I O N S I N T H E S E V E N PA R T N E R
COUNTRIES.
Logically, as their missions, scope, remit and responsibilities are entirely
linked to developing Paralympic sports, these organisations were theorised
to be the main source, deliverers and environments of a range of support
services and development programmes to their cohorts of para athletes.
In practice, sport organisations’ missions are translated into a number of
promises that offer to make people with disabilities fitter or the best in
the world at their respective sports. These organisations are therefore engaged in a range of relationships with para athletes and other stakeholders
based on the promise to help them become something they are not or to
gain something they do not have. The relationship between an organisation
and (para)sport participants can be described as learning and inclusive and
based on promise, trust, and voluntary exchange. The sample thus includes
totally 48 respondents, including Paralympic committees/associations,
umbrella organisations (confederations), national sport federations and affiliated clubs, which develop parasports and have some policy/practices
to support athletes with disabilities (see the table below). The aim was to
understand what (and how) they do about supporting athletes with disabilities’ DC.
Table 18. Number and type of the surveyed organisations by country.
Paralympic association

—

BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

ITA

SRB

1

-

-

-

-

1

SWE
1

Total
3

Umbrella organisation
(confederation)

-

-

-

-

-

-

National sport federation

-

3

2

3

2

-

4

14

Sport club

4

-

6

2

3

16

-

31

Total number

5

3

8

5

5

17

5

48

As Figure 43 shows, at first look the majority of sport organisations surveyed in Croatia (100%), Greece (88%), Sweden (80%), and Serbia (71%)
have enforced an inclusive approach by providing coaching and competition opportunities for all groups of para athletes across the entire sports
development continuum. On the other hand, 80 per cent of Italian respondents and 60 per cent of Bulgarian one declared a strategic focus on youth
talented para athletes, while 40 per cent of their Irish counterparts seem
to put an emphasis on proved elite performers. However, data should be
interpreted with a caution, first, because the sample is random and does
not reflect the full spectrum of parasport structures in each country, and
second, a distinction should be made between the type of organisations
and the particularities of the sport models and sport policies in each country. For example, whilst Paralympic associations and their affiliated members’ missions, remit and responsibilities are entirely focused on developing
parasports, a classic national sport federation may or may not have this
as a central priority, and as can be seen from Table 18, 94 per cent out
of the participating organisations in the survey are federations and clubs.
Moreover, national (para)sport governing bodies, as mission-driven organ-
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isations, are concerned with promoting both sport participation and excellence by providing services to the public and athletes. In addition, the
dominant culture of the whole Bulgarian sporting environment, for example, has traditionally promoted high performance ethos over the values
of sport participation. The sport system is dominated by a powerful state
agency, which sets the main priorities, policies and strategies as well as
provides resources to all recognised sport organisations. In contrast, the
sport policies in the Scandinavian countries have been strongly influenced
by the values of the Nordic welfare state, in which there is an emphasis on
equal and affordable possibilities for the accessibility to welfare services by
all members of the society. It is also believed that public health could be
improved by developing health services and increasing possibilities for citizens to participate in sport. This connection between health and physical
activity has remained, for instance, in Sweden as the most important justification of why the public sector is involved in guaranteeing the conditions
for sport participation.

According to the representatives of organisations surveyed, what para athletes seek most often is financial and psychological/emotional support (interestingly, Croatian respondents did not indicate the latter). These results
confirm the para athletes’ opinion on this matter, as previously discussed.
However, there is a variation from country to country concerning the demand of other kinds of support. For example, while Swedish para athletes
are more active in seeking assistance in their educational pursuits, this is
not the case for their Croatian or Greek counterparts. Similarly, seeking
support for their wider professional development is observable in over half
of the organisations in Bulgaria, Sweden, Serbia, and to a modest extent in
Ireland (see Table 19). Also, other sorts of support is sometimes sought, for
example, some Swedish athletes need a more targeted retirement planning
and post athletic support and consulting services, while for their Serbian
counterparts the provision of personal assistants would be valued.

Table 19. Kinds of support that para athletes seek
most often from the sport organisation (in %)
BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

SRB

SWE

Psychological support

60

-

75

80

47

60

Financial support

60

100

13

40

88

60

Support in education

40

-

-

40

35

60

Support in professional
development

60

-

-

20

53

60

*Other (Not specified-GRE;
General social and community support-IRL; Personal
assistants-SRB; Retirement
planning and post athletic
support, consulting services-SWE

-

-

13

20

6

20

Note: The Italian respondents did not provide information on this
matter.
As the results in Table 20 affirm, the forms of support that sport organisations provide to their para athletes are also in line with the surveyed
athletes’ expectations. There is a variety of engagements by sports organisations, with most often these are: providing the necessary documentary
evidence to educational and/or health institutions when an athlete ask for
such; providing opportunity to get qualification as coach, referee, classifier
or sport administrator; medical help; and to a varying extent some financial
support and personal assistant. Nevertheless, considerable variations are
observable across the countries and types of assistance practices. The provision of any structured support, however, is intrinsically intertwined to the
development of an adequate capacity. This concerns a non-profit organisation’s multidimensional capacity to act strategically, which is understood
as an emergent combination of attributes, assets, capabilities and relationships that enables the organisation and its members to generate resources,
forge networks with external partners, perform, change, innovate, and to
create developmental value (Zinke, 2006). Moreover, Paralympic sport organisations in each of the seven countries differ substantially in terms of
their histories, size, strategic management, governance context, structure,
resources, level of formalisation, specialisation and overall capabilities. For
additional information on the link between capacity building and DC assistance, see also the final section of this report – Policy recommendations.
Table 20. Forms of support that the sport
organisation provides to its para athletes-%

—

BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

ITA

SRB

SWE

Providing the necessary
documentary evidence to
educational and/or health
institutions when an athlete
ask for such

40

67

100

40

40

47

75

Acting on behalf of the student‐athletes to secure flexible educational provisions
with schools or universities

60

33

38

-

40

77

75

Providing lifestyle counseling by a qualified lifestyle
performance advisor

-

-

13

20

40

71

50

Medical help

40

33

13

20

40

35

25

Providing personal assistant

20

-

13

20

40

41

-

Providing financial support

60

33

38

40

-

41

-

Providing study scholarship

20

-

-

-

40

6

-

Providing opportunity to
enroll in a program for the
acquisition of skills for
career planning and management

40

33

13

60

-

18

50

Providing opportunity to enroll in a program/course in
business entrepreneurship

20

-

13

-

-

24

-

—
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Helping with the fee for attending vocational studies/
courses

-

-

-

-

40

24

-

Providing opportunity to get
education/qualification as
coach, referee, classifier or
sport administrator

-

100

25

20

20

12

-

Facilitating contacts to prospective employers

20

-

25

-

-

-

-

*Other (In our area of special
needs we must include every one and support them in
education and development
within their own ability to
participate in sport and in
life generally-IRL; Retirement planning and post
athletic support, consulting
services-SWE )

-

-

-

20

-

-

-

The last point in the study of sport organisations aimed to identify to what
extent they keep track of the development of their athletes’ careers after retirement from sport (see Table 23). Tracking their ex-athletes’ post sport careers
development is indicative of a strategy of establishing a more engaging and
lasting relationship enabling thus the creation of social capital for the Paralympic movement locally and nationally; demonstration of social responsibility; a
way to improve DC assistance provision; and a valuable mechanism of resource
mobilisation, when needed. This includes two dimensions: i) awareness on the
number of para athletes who start their own business after they retire from
competitive sport; and ii) awareness on how many continue working in the
sport system (e.g. as coaches, administrators, technical staff ).
Not surprisingly, sport organisations’ awareness on how many of the retired
para athletes launch their own business (i.e. taking upon an entrepreneurship
path) or how they have been able to adjust to the labour market varies from
low (Croatia, Ireland and Sweden) to moderate (Bulgaria, Greece and Serbia).
Concerning the second dimension or how much do they know about the athletes who have chosen to stay in sport but already performing other roles,
higher level of awareness is demonstrated, especially among Bulgarian, Croatian, Greek and Serbian respondents. One implication for all parasport organisations in the seven countries could be to consider creating an internal system
for tracking the career development of both current and retired athletes

Table 20. Forms of support that the sport
organisation provides to its para athletes-%
Degree of awareness

BUL

CRO

GRE

IRL

SRB

SWE

Awareness on the number of
para athletes who start their
own business after they retire from competitive sport

Moderate

Low

Moderate

Low

Moderate

Low

High

High

High

Low

High

Moderate

Awareness on how many
continue working in the
sport system

Note: The Italian respondents did not provide information on this matter.

—

—
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5 . K E Y F I N D I N G S A N D R E C O M M E N D AT I O N S B Y C O U N TRY: THE LOCAL PERSPECTIVE

This section contains a summary of the country-specific findings and recommendations for the practice as drawn by the researchers through exploring the context and experience in their own country.

BULGARIA
The overall approach to para athletes undertaking DC in the country can be
summarised as rather intentional, highly declarative and still lacking concreteness in terms of stakeholder involvement policies, measures, implementation mechanisms and overall set of criteria for evaluating DC support
structures and programmes’ effectiveness and efficiency. Similar to the
paucity in research, this speaks for rather an imminent or ad hoc approach
than a strategic one. The Bulgarian case also confirms the observation that
the development of DC support system is at different levels between EU
countries. However, except to the NSA, the conservative educational outlook of traditional schools and universities in the country, coupled by the
lack of capacity within sport organisations and the state’s centrality in sport
governance, makes the situation still problematic in terms of securing institutionalised flexibility for para athletes’ career tracks.
A multi-sectoral approach is necessary to address intersecting and interacting elements of this complex issue. For that it requires a collective understanding of DC on the part of the web of formal institutions involved,
including sport organisations, Ministry of Youth and Sport, Ministry of Education, school and university authorities, and career management consultants. A starting point for a sustained approach would be helping BPF and
other sport organisations by investing in capacity building, including special staff training, which is strikingly needed for creating and maintaining
sports-specific development environments, assistance programmes and
services to para athletes performing DC.
In Bulgaria, a centralised approach holds particular benefits with regard to
optimizing DC to both young talents and elite athletes. The representatives
of stakeholders identified several ways of ensuring the support to athletes
with disability pursuing DC. To maximise these benefits, a bulk of recommendations can be taken into consideration. Possible structural and policy
proposals for improvements could be:
•

Setting up a consultative advisory board on DC policies implementation, which is to serve as a conduit between coaches, para athletes,
sport organisations, and educational and vocational sectors;

•

Establishing effective partnerships with universities to accommodate
the DC needs of student-athletes with disabilities;

•

Introducing a special training module on embedding employability and
career management knowledge, skills and behaviours in the curricula
of the NSA students;

•

Building on the expertise and input by career development consultants and academic scholars in devising DC support strategies and
programmes;

•

Introducing the topic of DC in the sports development plans of sport
federations including the important role of the Sport Ministry through
enforcing a special policy, a set of minimal standards of DC services
provision and incentive mechanisms to sports governing bodies receiving public subsidies;

•

Inserting the athletes’ DC issue in the Sport Law which would constitute a political recognition of this crucial policy area and provide a
formal ground for institutional actions.

C R O AT I A
Regarding dual career, athletes are the ones who decide on their education
and employment. There are several programmes that facilitate the education of athletes with disabilities, but there are no specific programmes that
target athletes with disabilities and direct them to education or employment.
Although in the last few years there has been more talk about people with
disabilities and they are more represented in the media, fewer and fewer
young people are involved in sports activities. In the last few years, the
increasingly apparent problem is lack of physical activity and an increase in
sedentary lifestyle. This problem is also present in the life of people with
disabilities, which is evident in extremely low percentage of persons with
disabilities who are physically active. Lack of regular physical activity leads
to increase in functional limitations associated with primary damage. This
problem is most evident in children with disability since their developing
organism is more vulnerable to adverse effects than adults whose body is
already formed.
HPO strives to promote the sport of people with disabilities at all important events and competitions, however it is difficult to reach young people
with disabilities. Most of them are integrated into regular schools and are
not members of associations of persons with disabilities. Those who are
members are often unable to play sports regularly for family reasons, and
such children are usually excluded from extracurricular activities.

—

Another problem is that there is no regular programme for sports fot people with disabilities. At the faculties of kinesiology, very little is said about
sports for people with disabilities, and only at the graduate level. It is necessary to introduce education on sports with disabilities into regular school
curricula so that all future coaches know how to approach people with
disabilities, especially children, and how to introduce them to sports.
It is necessary to introduce regular education and a certification system for
working with people with disabilities. In this way, the quality of work with
athletes with disabilities would be improved, and thus the attractiveness of
sports would be increased. It is also necessary to implement programmes
that would enable people with disabilities to get a job (as a coach or administrator in associations). Although many former HPO athletes are left
to work for the federations, it is necessary to ensure that young forces are
recruited, not only in HPO structures but in general. And finally, it is necessary to draw public attention to the need to introduce people with disabilities into "public life" (increase employment of people with disabilities,
participation in all activities, the possibility of education).

GREECE
Compared to the rest of the EU, the country has a higher percentage of
disabled people due to car accidents. The fact that the successes of Greek
athletes with disabilities are much higher than the population of the country is due to the high rates of accidents, mainly accidents of young people.
There are laws that support elite athletes and people with disabilities to

—
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enter either the job market or education. An athlete with a disability can
make use of the opportunities provided by the state if he is eligible. Special
care for athletes with disabilities in education and work is limited to the
right to increase eligibility limits.
In Greece, there is a law where sports clubs can not have athletes with disabilities and athletes without disabilities at the same time. That is, they are
characterized either as sports clubs for people with disabilities or as sports
clubs for people without disabilities. The number of their club nowadays is
about 110, while the number of athletes with disabilities is about 3,500.
There are no initiatives or programmes regarding the dual career of athletes with disabilities. The first mention of a dual career for athletes with
disabilities is the PARAdig project. Even programmes or initiatives aimed at
non-disabled athletes with dual careers are minimal. The main stakeholders, which are the Hellenic Paralympic Committee and the National Athletic
Federation of Persons with Disabilities, occasionally deal with dual career
issues.
The importance of a dual career programme starts with the needs of the
athletes. It is clear from our research that only 22% of active elite athletes can perfectly combine their athletic life with their academic career.
Especially in an environment where 60% face serious problems and lack of
understanding from their training provider and 45% face serious problems
and lack of understanding from their employer, the need to support athletes with disabilities is imperative. It is no coincidence that 60% of former
high-level athletes relied heavily on themselves to achieve international
wins and 80% of them relied on themselves to find a job. It is also very
important that all the former athletes point out that their athletic achievements do not play a role in their current professional situation and 80% of
them highlight the skill of "self-control" as the most important. It is also evident that the Hellenic Paralympic Committee and the National Sports Federation of People with Disabilities permanently receive requests from their
athletes for additional support after the end of their sport career, which
demonstrates how important it is to have programmes and initiatives to
support outgoing athletes.
It is clear that Greek athletes with disabilities need many more initiatives
and support programmes to be able to have a successful athletic and academic career at the same time. A more specialized survey should be conducted to identify the educational needs of athletes with disabilities and
the state should look more closely at the specialized issues of athletes with
disabilities.
In summary, we would say that the dual career of people with disabilities
exists in Greece for the first time through the PARAdig project. Until now,
the minimum dual career programmes have been for the general population of athletes without any particular approach for athletes with disabilities. Therefore, no research articles or statistics relevant to DC of para
athletes in Greece exists.

IRELAND
The main finding drawn from this research is that the primary approach in
Ireland in terms of para athletes services and support is one that is individualized and tailors for individual needs. Compared to other countries, Ireland focuses on a Sport for All approach in their policy. In much of the Irish
literature and policy on sport, there is little mention of disability as a standalone category, rather para athletes and athletes are discussed in unison.
The majority of supports that are available to athletes are distributed on an
individual basis considering individual needs of an athlete, particularly at
high performance level. While Ireland does have a Paralympic Committee,
the athletes generally communicate with their respective sporting NGBs
who provide services to athletes catered to their unique requirements. As
a key stakeholder highlighted in the interview, all athletes are offered the
same opportunities, the ‘same funding and the same services’. An individualized approach ensures that athletes are not just treated equally but according to their specific needs and requirements.
Also called to attention by a key stakeholder is how inclusion is often by de-

fault rather than by design. Establishing standards that institutions would
abide by, would ensure the maintenance of diversity in education and employment. In regards to education, just as Athena SWAN committees in
many universities establish standards for gender equality in educational
institutions, there should be standards in place to ensure the inclusion of
people with disabilities while also considering their needs. Research has
shown diversity in the workplace leads to increased employee retention,
increased productivity and creativity, this also applies to the inclusion of
people with disabilities in the workplace. A report by the National Disability
Authority in 2018 explored good practices in employment of people with
disabilities in the public sector. It investigated the impact of an inclusive
work environment, employee retention and career development and progression for employees with disabilities. In this report, one recommendation was to establish a pilot study investigating ‘a potential approach to retaining employees with existing and acquired disabilities’. While the WAM
programme does offer opportunities for work experience and job positions
for people with disabilities, there is a need for further research to examine
the effectiveness of programmes like these.

I TA LY
Active para athletes who are either students at school or university, or
work participating in this survey gave us insight into the role that sport has
in their life, the difficulties they encounter, where, the support they get and
how they combine education and/or work with their competitive sports
career. It can be noticed that they feel a lack of understanding, but most of
them manage to deal with their everyday activities and obligations. Sport
has contributed to their quality of life by equipping them with various skills
and competences useful for everyday life in general, but also in terms of
their sense of accomplishment, health, and communication with the others.
It boosts confidence whereas the education offers them more opportunities once their athletic career comes to an end.
Similarly, para athletes who retired from their competitive sports career
and are either searching to get a job or employed also reported the impact
that their sports career had on their lives allowing them to acquire skills and
competencies necessary for their current life. The analysis of the data they
provided also highlights the difficulties they encountered when they had to
combine their sports career with their education or work.

—

The need to manage effectively and efficiently the critical issue of disability
has always been one of the main social objectives on which the main state
institutions have focused more attention. In this scenario, a global awareness of how sports can be a valuable resource to achieve an improvement
of the welfare of disabled persons was highlighted. In fact, there are many
benefits that sports can bring to such persons from a social, physical, and
psychic viewpoint. In this regard, this contribution wanted to analyse the
two main Italian organisations involved in the management of disability
through sport. Both the ICP and the Special Olympics identify two examples of how sport is an optimal instrument able to promote simultaneously
a social inclusion process, sustainable over time, and increased autonomy
and self-esteem for people with disabilities.
The way disability is understood and positioned by key stakeholders informs how policies are implemented in the development of pathways to
sporting excellence of an athlete with a disability. It is essential to seek to
identify which sports policy factors influence the development of athletic
career pathways in Paralympic sport (i.e., attraction, retention, competition, talent identification and development, elite, and retirement phases).
The data revealed that coaching provision and education as a policy factor
and coaches with disability-specific knowledge as a stakeholder were perceived as most influential during all the phases of para athletes’ careers.
The classification system emerged as a parasport-specific factor that can
facilitate or inhibit the development of para-athletes’ careers, influencing
the implementation of policies. Understanding the concept of disability is
notably essential when stakeholders have to think strategically and adapt
management principles from able-bodied sporting contexts. Therefore,
critically positioning disability within policy development can improve the
thinking, action, and behaviour of policymakers, coaches, and sports man-

—

P A R A d i g : D u a l - Tr a c k C a r e e r s f o r P a r a A t h l e t e s

agers, leading to the more efficient delivery of successful para athletes’
careers.

SERBIA
Serbian clubs and sport associations of persons with disability usually have
very low capacities, both human and financial, and usually their headquarters are not familiar how to use legislative in achieving their rights, especially in partnerships with local governments.
In the Serbian sample of active athletes are included athletes who were
successful in national championships due to the fact that all elite athletes
in Serbia (athletes who won medals in major competitions) are awarded
with national prize for elite sport achievements, so most of them are not
motivated in participation in dual career programmes. Also, more than 40
para athletes who are members of Serbian national teams are using annual
grants according to their sport achievements, so they do need to have a
regular job.
Most of the athletes who participated in the study are either employed,
university students or they are already receiving National prize. 60% of
athletes claimed that they are perfectly combining their athletic and academic careers. All employed athletes and 80% of students stated that their
working and academic surrounding have understanding for their sport
obligations. As main obstacles active athletes defined time management
and poor accessibility to facilities and other resources. Most supportive
are families, clubs and coaches, while support is emotional and financial.
Most needed support is financial and opportunity to get a qualification as a
coach or sport administrator. 41% of active para athletes have professional
qualifications, 54% of them in coaching or sport management with other 28% attended courses in business entrepreneurship. Almost all courses
were run by NGOs of persons with a disability.
parasport organisations stated that most asked support by athletes is financial. Most of the organistions either don’t have any budget for nonsport activities or the budget is lower than 10%. Most preferable partner
in dual career programes for sport organisations is Ministry of Youth and
Sport, while most of them think that responsible partners in supporting
athletes should be Paralympic Committee of Serbia and Ministry of Youth
and Sports.
Most of the para athletes are interested in dual career (100% of the retired
athletes are now coaches) and at the same time, human capacity in Serbian
sport clubs of persons with disability is usually very low. The clubs and
organisations receive requests for additional support, while most of them
don’t have any budget for that. Not a single dual career programme has
ever been conducted in Serbia, so PARAdigm should be the light house
project in Serbia, which should set the pathway in dual career development
for para athletes.

SWEDEN
The literature research of policies, analysis of the situation and the empiric results in Sweden has shown that there are some basic conditions for
enabling DC for para athletes. The analysis has shown that improvements
have been made for enabling equal opportunities and DC of active para
athletes compared to the retired athletes. In a wider context policies and
regulations set the legal framework for enabling DC and more equal opportunities but the responsiveness of the young athletes has shown that many
athletes have economic concerns. Thereforе, it becomes clear that the economic support needs to be increased to further support the athletes.
Most of the athletes (both retired and active) have indicated that they receive or have received economic support from their families. This shows
how an athlete’s career largely depends on the family situation. The suggested Swedish good practice example, the training programme Elitidrottskolan is a helpful support for young athletes. The programme contains relevant elements to prepare their careers as 24h-Paralympians and
the curriculum consist of the modules training planning, sports psycholo-

gy, nutrition, press training, anti-doping and fundamental value training.
However, it would be an asset to supplement the programme by a basic
entrepreneurship training to better prepare the athletes for their future
careers. Most of the para athletes are interested in dual career (100% of the
retired athletes are now coaches) and at the same time, human capacity in
Serbian sport clubs of persons with disability is usually very low. The clubs
and organisations receive requests for additional support, while most of
them don’t have any budget for that. Not a single dual career programme
has ever been conducted in Serbia, so PARAdigm should be the light house
project in Serbia, which should set the pathway in dual career development
for para athletes.

5. General conclusions and policy recommendations
The last section presents a bulk of general findings and recommendations
derived from the policy context analysis, empirical data analysis, as well as
the input from key stakeholders involved in policy making and delivering
DC support services in the partner countries.
1.

The concept of athletes’ DC has been evoked to compensate in what
has been lost in the pursuit of high performance at the expense of the
wider personal development and post sport career realisation. It has
been used to arrest a number of pressing problems with social, moral, educational, economic and structural dimensions. Career development and management is not a new issue; it has been a constellation
of not only individual attributes, but also of environmental factors (social, political, economic, regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive)
affecting a range of policy areas and illuminates the consequences of
particular policy outcomes. Currently those policy outcomes are representative of both the EU institutions and the member states’ new
social policy agenda. Four important points deserve further consideration.

2.

First, the theme of para athletes’ DC represents a combination of internal and external goals, which all stakeholders face. For example,
while addressing the DC assistance could be seen as an internal goal
for an athlete’s family, a (para) sport governing body, a university delivering specialised (sport) education or a NGO providing such services,
this sits outside the remit of business or public authorities. Conversely,
if the pursuit of excellence is what chiefly justifies the exsistence of a
Paralympic committee or a sport federation, it appears as an external
goal for a NGO or a private company. This implies that para athletes’
DC needs to be located in the wider social, economic and institutional
milieu, and cannot be considered only from the point of view of a single agency. It is context-specific and requires transcending institutional and structural barriers in order to enable various service providers to
achieve a synergy between their agendas and resources. As Houlihan
(2000, p. 180, in quoting Majone, 1989) contended in relation to the
growing number of public sport policies from an ecological perspective, ‘one important implication of the increased density packed policy
space is that “as the population of policies grows relative to the size of
policy space, individual policies necessarily become more interdependent. The consequences produced by one policy are increasingly likely
to interfere with the working of other policies”.’

3.

Second, national sport governing bodies have increasingly been ‘disciplined’ by governmental sport agencies and/or various athletes’ rights
advocacy groups and whistleblowers. Less or more, this also concerns
taking seriously the issue of athletes’ DC by designing and implementing better structured, systematic measures of support. Furthermore,
the availability of athletes’ DC policy and assistance programmes by
national sports governing bodies is increasingly seen as part of their
social responsibility and an indicator of good governance.

4.

Third, the delivery of DC programmes is no longer tied to a few earmarked sources. Instead, sport organisations are expected to be able
to tap into a variety of resource opportunities linked to those wider
objectives.

—

—
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5.

Fourth, attention needs to be paid to the issue of consistency and the
fit between stakeholders’ internal and external goals, and their impact
on delivering a sustainable DC development for athletes’ sake.

6.

The policy milieu and resource allocation concerning the implementation of more sophisticated and structured measures contributing
towards para athletes’ DC are discernible in Sweden, Ireland and Italy.
This can be partly attributed to the resource availability in terms of
dedicated staff and funding coupled with a proactive approach by the
established NOC and/or Paralympic association dealing with parasport
in these countries. These special-for-purpose umbrella governing
bodies act as intermediaries, where the athletes’ DC development is
facilitated by the respective committee/federation and where their
staff may provide career management advice or supply their athletes
with opportunities to participate in negotiated educational and training programmes. In the rest of the countries under scrutiny (Bulgaria,
Greece, Croatia and Serbia) it can be described as laisser faire. This approach is characterised with no formal structures in place and any arrangements almost entirely depend on informal relations and personal
efforts on the part of the athlete or few dedicated persons. In other
words, the fate of para athletes is exclusively in their own hands and
there is very limited formal commitment by public authorities, educational establishments (with a notable exception of some universities),
vocational training providers, and employers in assisting para athletes’
DC. In addition, the National Olympic Committees in Italy and Croatia are the most instrumental structures when dealing with para athletes’ DC partnership arrangement and programmes, while in Serbia
(through the Paralympic Committee of Serbia), Greece (through the
National Sports Federation of Persons with Disabilities and the Hellenic Paralympic Committee) and Sweden (through Swedish Parasport
Federation and Swedish Paralympic Committee: an umbrella body for
all parasport) this work is carried out by these specially dedicated organisations. In Serbia, NGOs of people with a disability are the main
deliverers of business entrepreneurship courses. Italy represents an
exemplary case where the state plays an important role in influencing
academic institutions in the country to provide adapted opportunities
for student‐athletes. Ireland appears to be the country with the strongest engagement by the HE sector in the delivery of athlete career
programmes, while Bulgaria seems to be the weakest example in terms
of both the Bulgarian Paralympic Federation’s capacity and structural
engagements (with the notable exception of the National Sports Academy’s role). It is also worth noting how the existing sports legislation in
Greece effectively shapes the structural development of parasport in
the country by dividing the sport clubs into two categories (i.e. clubs
for body-abled and clubs for athletes with disabilities) thus limiting an
all-inclusive approach with far-reaching consequences for structures
and para athletes. On the other pole, in Ireland where no Paralympic
association exists the national sport governing bodies apply an athlete-centered and needs-tailored approach.

7.

Supposedly, an explanatory factor responsible for the changing strategic orientation to athletes’ DC, particularly in Sweden and Ireland, has
been the emergence of an ‘intelligent programing’ approach to policy
making rooted in behavioural economics. This marks a departure from
the traditional policy focus on the so called evidence-based policy
making designed to influence behaviour to a concern with the context
within which people operate. The intelligent programming tries to motivate people and organisations to change their own behaviour rather
than relying on legislation and enforcement (Dolan et al., 2012). In other words, people and institutions are strongly influenced by norms (i.e.
what others do) and they ‘go with the flow’ of pre-set options.

8.

What is also evident by the country reports is that in general the para
athletes research conducted in all partner countries to date has been
scarce at best, not well contextualized and ‘delayed’ compared to existing legislative provisions and practice. Any focused research on athletes with disablities’ dual career is virtually missing. It also appears
that DC applied work (i.e. different forms of formal and less formal
support to DC para athletes) and policy making are not interrelated in

such a way that policies and practice stimulate new policies, while policies pay back by informing evidence-based practice (e.g. DC support
programmes). Other sources of influence that have recently triggered
the attention of policymakers are the EU Guidelines and the experience of some European countries in supporting athletes’ DC. This
trend is also a testimony of transnational policy transfer and learning,
which partly explains the highly prescriptive/normative character of
the most of findings/recommendations in various reports and policy
interventions.
9.

The respondents considered DC to be achievable, but several challenges of resource and structural nature were also identified. Reasonably, the para athletes’ DCs will follow different pathways not only if
compared to body-abled athletes, but also across the community of
para athletes themselves. However, the importance of personal effort
for managing successful DC and not giving up despite some unfavorable conditions was also made prominent.

10. Although the partner countries studied have enforced a set of special
legislation and targeted measures dealing with protection of the rights
of people with disablilities and ensuring equal support and opportunities, the issue of para athletes’ DC does not yet enjoy the same level of
adequate policy and institutional backing.
11. Elsewhere, para athletes’ DCs are shaped by the dynamic interplay
between personal attributes, attitudes, experiences, specificity of
disability, cognitive resources, and adjusting strategies and a variety
of multilevel institutional/contextual environments and processes
(e.g. stakeholders’ perceprtions about disability, classification system,
education and coaching provision underpinned by disability-specific
knowledge) that facilitate or impede DC development.
12. In general terms, the policies in the seven countries take a universal
design approach to services and programmes offered to athletes, with
support being targeted to body-abled athletes and athletes with a disability alike. This means that the elite performers are treated equally
in terms of adopted legislative provisions permitting medalists from
world class sport competitions to enjoy an easy university admission
or to be awarded special performance bonuces or other rewards, such
as ‘sport pension’ for life.

—

13. As the country reports and field surveys demonstrate, the sport system, represented by Paralympic associations/committees and national
sport federations with a focus on the development of parasports, remains the key source with regard to providing some support services
to para athletes’ DC. Nevertheless, those efforts are undertaken mostly on an ad hoc basis and still lacking a well-structured, strategic and
sustainable approach. Educational establishments and universities in
particular seem to be the main partners, especially in the delivery of
study programmes, career guidance or further vocational training to
aid athletes’ life prospects.
14. The type and the stage in their life cycle when they got their disability
has a direct link with their athletic career decisions, experiences and
trajectory, the opportunity to get quality education and/or vocational
qualification as well as their access to the labour market. In this regard,
as the Ireland report rightfully suggests, an individualised approach ensures that athletes are not just treated equally but according to their
specific needs and requirements.
15. The financial security (i.e. para athletes having to negotiate or earn
financial support for their private life) remains the biggest challenge,
while counting on their families’ support, maintaining relationships
with sport and non-sport peers, coaches, sport administrators or employers as well as developing personal skills and competencies for
employability and coping with DC demands are key contextual and
psychosocial factors.
16. As seen from the field data, a large part of respondents is still in a
situation of studying or working. The combination of sport and other

—

P A R A d i g : D u a l - Tr a c k C a r e e r s f o r P a r a A t h l e t e s

career pursuits appears to be a challenge, even though they are finding
their own ways to balance it. Most of the para athletes need additional
support measures in order to succeed in their personal and professional development and this has to be somehow connected to the sport
sector, as many of them would like to continue get involved in sport in
the future. Different environments and life situations in which respondents’ DCs take place both enable different instruments or limit opportunities, but they expect career guidance and/or targeted support
to continue their DC pathway. The participants also appreciate the
opportunity to join programmes focused on developing entrepreneurial skills, knowledge and behaviours.
17. As evident from the results, a large part of both current and retired
para athletes intends to find a post-sport realisation or are already involved in a range of business and social areas within the private, sport
and civic sectors. This partly implies a potentially higher propensity
towards competition and entreprenership values and behaviour, which
substantiates the need of delivering business entrepreneuship training. The findings also indicate that para athletes do have discretion
how to handle career issues, despite the impact of environmental and
organisational factors, but their discretion is shaped by their attitudes
toward DC or entrepreneural orientation rather than their demographic characteristics. This finding supports the growing critique of the use
of demographic characteristics as proxies for psychosocial constructs
(Priem, Lyon, & Dess, 1999).
Policy recommendations
•

Campaigning para athletes’ DC is an option for educational authorities, sport organisations, employment sectors and the responsible
public sport agencies to raise awareness for the critical importance
and better understanding of the nature, challenges and positive effects
of facilitating employability and DC for young and elite athletes resulting in a new culture and a holistic policy approach. Mutual learning
and positive good practice examples seem to be more relevant than
assumed.

•

Establishing collaborative partherships with other important stakeholders from the public, business and non-governmental sectors is a
necessary condition for creating and implementation of DC-related
policies and programmes thus ensuring continuity and sustainability
of visions, priorities, resources and actions, as well as reflexivity on
para athletes’ needs and real life situations. Within the Paralympic organisations an open dialogue and a task force expert group comprising representatives of the parasport community, educational sector,
public institutions, employer associations, career experts, academics,
former para athletes and parents could be a relevant mechanism.

•

Forging national and international networks among Paralympic associations (sport) employers’ agencies, academia and NGOs focused
on providing training programmes to exchange knowledge, resources,
disseminate good practice and explore innovative approaches to developing employability and entrepreneurship in athletes, who wish to
participate in.

•

Developing strategies for co-operation with key bodies, cross disciplinary communities (e.g. career development professionals/ entrepreneurship educators) and associations which are involved in entrepreneurship and workforce policy formulation.

•

Capacity building: The evolution of DC assistance practices in the partner countries seems to be driven not only by external influences. The
ability to implement DC support activities is also heavily dependent
on organisational capacity. Those parasport and other sport governing bodies that hold a satisfactory level of resources in terms of skills,
money, structures, processes, networks and devoted staff (e.g. Ireland,
Italy and Sweden) are generally better equipped in view of providing a
satisfying DC support to both promising and elite level para athletes
than those who suffer from scarcity in varying proportions (e.g. Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, Serbia). On the one hand, shortcomings can be ex-

plained with internal problems including unintended neglection of DC
demands, understaffing as well as insufficient funding, the right networks and delivery skills to effectively deal with athletes’ DC. It concerns the need of strategic vision and particular culture of investing in
sustainable DC support systems based on an idiosyncratic approach
and multilayered partnerships. Depending on the Paralympic bodies’
capacity needs in each country, such policies could focus on providing
targeted financial support to smaller associations, distributing educational toolkits for career planning, offering one-on-one advice, stimulating the exchange of relevant practices and organising specialised
workshops. On the other hand, parasport organisations may require
specific guidance and explanations with regard to the delivery of formal minimum requirements. Specific DC policies and support services
to para athletes therefore need to make sure that the deliverers have a
clear understanding of how to provide them on the ground.
•

It is important that the parasport governing bodies are involved in dis-

cussions on appropriate elements of a set of well-structured and sufficiently resourced DC support mechanisms. The implementation of DC
policy relies to a large extent on the Paralympic associations’ support
for the very culture and attitude towards their athletes’ holistic development and requirements, including the access to specific assistance
opportunities, quality education, enhanced employability and the development of transferable lifelong skills.

—

•

Building on the transferable ‘soft’ skills and qualities acquired and/or
developed through their athletic career, para athletes’ entrepreneurial
intensions and orientations, attitudes towards career development,
professional identity, formal/informal education, career path preferences and critical experiences, the stakeholders and service deliverers
ought to focus on developing lifelong learning skills enabling the athletes react and adjust to the changing demands of the labour market.
Along with the focus on entrepreneurship other relevant lifelong competencies and attributes can also be developed.
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