Toward an Evidence-Based Classification System in Blind Baseball: Delphi Study

Background: Paralympic classification systems aim to minimize the impact of impairments on
performance and encourage participation by grouping athletes with comparable limitations to ensure
fair competition. In sports for the visually impaired, classification primarily considers the degree of
vision loss (e.g., light or motion perception, visual acuity), but performance- and participation-based
assessments are also necessary (Mann, Tweedy, Jackson, & Vanlandewijck, 2021; Chun, Creese, &
Massof, 2021).

Objective: This study aimed to identify expert perspectives on structuring an evidence-based, sport-
specific classification system for Blind Baseball.

Methods: Seven international experts participated in Round 1 of the Delphi survey. The survey
included Likert scale items on the importance of performance skills and visual functions, as well as
open-ended questions about fairness, blindfold use, and eligibility criteria. Quantitative data were
summarized descriptively; qualitative responses were thematically analysed for consensus and
divergence.

Results: The performance skills that were rated as the most important were auditory perception, quick
reaction time, decision-making ability, proprioceptive awareness, and running speed. Visual functions
(acuity, field of vision, and contrast sensitivity) were considered moderately to somewhat relevant,
especially when blindfolds were used. Most participants agreed that blindfolds ensure fairness, though
some were uncertain. Most experts supported the need for an evidence-based classification system,
while a minority argued that blindfolds sufficiently equalize differences. There was strong consensus
on the necessity of clearly defined minimum visual impairment criteria to ensure eligibility. Opinions
diverged on whether sighted athletes should participate. Some supported their inclusion under
controlled conditions, while others emphasized the exclusivity of the competition to athletes with
visual impairments.

Conclusion: These preliminary findings from Round 1 of the Delphi process highlight consensus on
key non-visual skills, blindfold fairness, and minimum eligibility criteria. However, divergent views
remain on the necessity of a classification system and the inclusion of sighted players. As Round 1
continues, these insights will inform subsequent stages of the Delphi process to achieve broader expert
consensus.
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