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I am representing my abstract which was accepted for the Vista 2023 conference. 

 

At Vista2021 my poster presentation outlined my PhD thesis research titles ‘We’re not on the 

sideline, we’re in the team. Engaging young people with physical impairments in sport and 

active recreation.’ The abstract I present below for consideration provides a follow-up on the 

learnings over the past 2 years and outlines the findings of this research. 
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Abstract 

In Aotearoa NZ, although 1 in 4 people identify as disabled, participation rates of young people 

with impairments (YPwI) in sport and active recreation is lower than their non-disabled peers. 

Over the last 85 years, the Aotearoa NZ Government has been aware of this disparity and has 

attempted through policy intervention to increase participation (McBean et al, 2022). However, 

the Aotearoa NZ sport system is inherently ableist and these policies have been ineffectual. 

Fortunately, opportunities for YPwI to participate in sport and active recreation do exist 

especially at the local club level. 

 

Drawing on the social relational model of disability (see Jenks, 2019, Thomas, 2012, Townsend 

et al., 2015), I give agency to the voices of four YPwI, their parents and coaches/leaders. 

Through their lived experiences in sport and active recreation, these participants present 

unique narratives on how participating with non-disabled young people have shaped the 

YPwI’s experiences. From their experiences, I sought to understand how sport organisations 

can improve opportunities for YPwI’s participation within a sport system dominated by ableism 

(see Campbell, 2001) and where discrimination through disablism goes unchallenged.  

 



In addition and similar to Berger (2015), I was able to position myself as an ‘insider’ researcher, 

sharing my own experiences working for dsport1 and with Paralympics New Zealand, 

knowledgeable about the organisations many of them were directly involved with, such as local 

Parafed’s, using the correct language and my understanding of the wider sport system created 

a strong practitioner research lens. 

 

The sport system, as a reflection of society, has a responsibility to address the inherent ableism 

endemic within sport and active recreation and reposition disability as a priority. Building on 

previous research focused on personal and societal barriers and constraints to participation, I 

challenge the dominance of activity adaptation and modification as a means for systemic 

change. To achieve an anti-ableist sport system, what is needed is more fundamental – an 

improved understanding of disability, flexibility around prescriptive ableist standards and rules, 

and increased accessibility to opportunities where YPwI can exhibit their capabilities. Integral 

to providing quality opportunities for YPwI, change in how the sport system considers and 

represents YPwI, from policy through to practice. I caution organisations to avoid enlightened 

ableism – where what is said and what is done are misaligned.  

 

I present an anti-ableist framework, co-created with the YPwI, as a way of improving disability 

sport provision in Aotearoa NZ that enables the social relational model to be actualised within 

a sport and active recreation context. The framework presented encapsulates three levels – 

individual, organisation and system – premised on enhancing the knowledge and 

understanding of disability, creating more flexibility around what participation means to YPwI 

and how deliverers of sport and active recreation, regardless of size or capacity, can work 

individually and/or collaboratively to provide more opportunities for YPwI. 
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1 dsport and Parafeds are regional disability sport organisations delivering Para sport in Aotearoa NZ. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2018.1545116
https://doi.org/10.1080/19406940.2022.2052147
https://doi.org/10.1057/sth.2012.7
https://doi.org/10.1080/21640629.2016.1157324

