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Context: Over 5% of the world’s population experience disabling hearing loss and require
rehabilitation. By 2050, one in four people are expected to experience problems with their
hearing. Sports participation and physical activity are important elements in American
culture with rising numbers of youth and young adults participating in competitive sports
annually. As a growing cultural phenomenon, emphasis has been placed on inclusion and
inclusive practice within sports. While the Deaf community already has ample
opportunities for sports participation within their own organizations, previous research
suggests that DHH athletes may desire to participate in mainstream sports that are not
fully available or accessible within the Deaf community.

Research Question: What are the facilitators and barriers to competitive mainstream
sports participation for athletes who are DHH.

Methods: 8 individuals who identified as DHH and were actively or previously participated
in competitive sports participated in this qualitative study. Volunteers participated in semi-
structured interviews to describe their experiences participating in competitive sports.
Interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed by directed content analysis.
Established themes were triangulated to determine trustworthiness and credibility.

Results: : A total of 8 individuals (age: 30.38 = 8.20, 1 man, 7 women) who identified as
DHH and were actively participating or previously participated in competitive sports
participated in the study. Respondents provided rich data where six themes emerged
surrounding facilitators: 1) Access, 2) Familial Support, 3) Support from Team or Sports
Community, 4) Community, 5) Resilience/Personal Drive/Advocacy, 6) Communication.
Among the identified barriers, six themes emerged: 1) Communication, 2) Lack of
Resources, 3) Lack of Opportunity, 4) Lack of Knowledge/Attitudes, 5) Isolation, and 6)
Added Burden/Work.

Conclusions: This qualitative analysis confirm the Social Model of Disability—where the
focus shifts from the individual’s impairment to the barriers created by society, such as
lack of access, attitudes, and systemic inflexibility. Support from family/ community and
team where strong facilitators to success, while lack of resources, opportunity, knowledge
and isolation served as barriers to participation. Athletics provide important opportunities
for education, socialization, and competition, and these benefits should be equally



accessible to all. Understanding the facilitators and barriers experienced by the DHH while
integrating into mainstream athletics, this study can support identifying potential
adaptations and interventions to create pathways for greater inclusion and integration,
ultimately improving equity in sports for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing communities.



