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Abstract 
Background: Classification is the cornerstone of Paralympic sport, ensuring competition is 
determined by training and skill rather than severity of impairment (Tweedy & 
Vanlandewijck, 2011). However, rules introduced by the International Wheelchair Basketball 
Federation (IWBF, 2021), in line with the IPC code, have excluded some health conditions 
even when permanent impairment is present. This creates an “inclusion gap” where 
athletes are unable to compete in able-bodied basketball yet are ruled ineligible for 
wheelchair basketball. 

Aim: This study explores the challenges posed by such exclusions through two case studies, 
focusing on human, medical, and governance implications. 

Method: A qualitative case study design was used (Yin, 2018). Data were drawn from 
medical documentation, classification reports, and BWB eligibility committee reviews 
between 2023–2024. Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) identified patterns of 
exclusion and its consequences. 

Findings: Two athletes were examined: one with Functional Neurologic Disorder (FND), and 
one with Reflex Sympathetic Dystrophy/Regional Pain Reflex Syndrome (RSD/RPRS). Both 
had permanent impairments preventing able-bodied participation. Four key themes 
emerged: 

1. Functional Gap: A mismatch between clinical impairment and eligibility criteria. 
2. Uncertainty: Athletes and families reported distress over unclear exclusion 

rationales. 
3. Psychosocial Impact: Exclusion negatively affected wellbeing, identity, and 

motivation (Jaarsma et al., 2014). 
4. Governance Dilemma: Tension between maintaining fairness and fulfilling the 

Paralympic value of inclusion (Brittain & Beacom, 2016). 

Conclusion: These cases demonstrate how strict diagnosis-based exclusion may undermine 
both athlete welfare and the inclusive ethos of Paralympic sport. Potential solutions include 
provisional national-level categories, longitudinal tracking of excluded athletes, and hybrid 
competition models (Howe & Jones, 2006; Tweedy, Vanlandewijck & Van de Vliet, 2016). 
Classification must remain rigorous yet compassionate, ensuring athletes with permanent 
impairments are not left without a sporting pathway (Brittain, 2021). 
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