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Para Swimming is one of the most popular Paralympic sports, including athletes with a wide range 

of physical impairments. Its classification system aims to provide fair competition and equal 

opportunity by minimizing the impact impairments have on the competition outcome (Tweedy & 

Vanlandewijck, 2011; McNamee et. al., 2021),). However, the effectiveness of the current 

Paralympic swimming classification process has been questioned, highlighting the need for a new, 

evidence-based classification system (Daly & Vanlandewijck, 1999). This talk presents a 

qualitative study that sought to understand the perceptions of those involved in the para swimming 

classification process. 

The research took an athlete-centered approach, collecting para-athletes' experiences of the 

classification processes in a competition setting and the impacts on their sporting career and their 

perceptions of the system’s credibility. In addition, to further sustain the claims of (un)fairness, a 

triangulation of perceptions was performed by including active classifiers who have undertaken 

evaluations in the classification process and academic researchers on sport performance, analytics 

and biomechanics.  

The results imply that a structural change of the current system is required for a higher level of 

impact, credibility and efficacy. To overcome this, the following suggestions were proposed: 

- Further development of test measurements through peer collaboration. 

- Enhanced classification protocols 

- Oversight of NPCs’ national classification systems 

- Community engagement through education and the media 

- Exploration of a multi-reward system based on impairment profiles across sport classes. 

This talk explores these findings and proposes a fairness evaluation framework which intersects 

scientific-based evidence and ethical-philosophical scholarship, working towards guidelines to 

handle (re)classification concerns. The research project is presented by a para-swimming referee 

and sport ethicist, undertaken as part of a master’s in Sports Ethics and Integrity.  
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