Equity in Wheelchair Rugby: A Brazilian Case Study on Increasing Female Participation

Wheelchair rugby is a mixed-gender sport characterized by notably low female
participation. Recent modifications to the sport's rules and regulations by World
Wheelchair Rugby may inadvertently perpetuate existing inequities. While initiatives
such as female-specific point advantages and dedicated women's tournaments have
enhanced visibility, they have not yet yielded a substantial, systemic increase in female
athletes. Excluding the Paris 2024 Games, only seven women (9%) have participated in
previous Paralympic Games, constituting a mere 1.6% of all wheelchair rugby athletes
(Gomes Costa et al., 2024). This suggests the necessity of reevaluating governing body
leadership and fostering a more comprehensive discussion regarding equity. Wheelchair
rugby stands as an outlier, being the sole remaining Paralympic sport that mandates direct
competition between men and women. This presents a significant concern when viewed
through the lens of the International Paralympic Committee's (IPC) stated objective of
achieving greater gender balance (Reiff, 1999).

The present study aimed to examine equity in wheelchair rugby, specifically focusing on
a Brazilian case that exemplifies increased female involvement. To foster female athlete
participation in wheelchair rugby, a Brazilian wheelchair rugby development center
deemed it necessary to conduct separate training sessions for female and male athletes.
Consequently, this development center facilitated the formation of an all-female team,
which initially competed in local and regional events before ultimately participating in
the Brazilian second division wheelchair rugby championship in 2023. This team
instigated the creation of a Brazilian national team that subsequently participated in the
2024 women's wheelchair rugby world championship.

Addressing this issue necessitates the courage to challenge established norms and
implement more transformative solutions, such as the creation of separate men's and
women's divisions. This strategy, as evidenced by the success of a similar initiative in
Brazil, holds the potential to significantly increase female participation by cultivating a
more accessible and supportive competitive environment.
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