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Abstract:

ETS for Youth Equality (EYE) is a transnational project that aimed at 
creating new educational opportunities and innovative approaches for 
the personal development of young people with intellectual disabilities in 
Europe.  The EYE project addresses the needs of youth workers and 
sport trainers in order to help them improve their ability to promote 
effective inclusion of young people in and through sport. Furthermore, 
the project is characterized by a European/international dimension of the 
partnership that includes three countries: Italy, Bulgaria and Ireland. 
The methodology used was cross-sectional descriptive Survey. Data was 
gathered using online and/or printed copies of the questionnaires with 
the intention of describing the nature of existing conditions and 
identifying standards against which existing conditions can be compared. 
The main results were emergent needs of sport and physical activities 
that promote participation of people with intellectual disabilities, 
 common concerns regarding policy, a collection of best practices being 
used throughout the participating sources as well as an opinion poll 
where participants reported that sports are beneficial for their self-
improvement, and meeting new people and making friends. A great deal 
of participants also expressed a positive sense of belonging when 
participating in their sport environment and the equal opportunity for all 
that sports provides. The main limitation of this survey was finding youth 
with intellectual disabilities within the set target group (16-25 years of 
age), as well as gender equality (mainly male participants). 
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ETS for Youth Equality (EYE) is a transnational 
project that aimed at creating new educational 
opportunities and innovative approaches for the personal 
development of young people with intellectual disabilities 
in Europe.  The EYE project addresses the needs of youth 
workers and sport trainers in order to help them improve 
their ability to promote effective inclusion of young people 
in and through sport. Furthermore, the project is 
characterized by a European/international dimension of 
the partnership that includes three countries: Italy, 
Bulgaria and Ireland. The methodology used was cross-
sectional descriptive Survey. Data was gathered using 
online and/or printed copies of the questionnaires with the 
intention of describing the nature of existing conditions 
and identifying standards against which existing 
conditions can be compared. The main results were 
emergent needs of sport and physical activities that 
promote participation of people with intellectual 
disabilities,  common concerns regarding policy, a 
collection of best practices being used throughout the 
participating sources as well as an opinion poll where 
participants reported that sports are beneficial for their 
self-improvement, and meeting new people and making 
friends. A great deal of participants also expressed a 
positive sense of belonging when participating in their 
sport environment and the equal opportunity for all that 
sports provides. The main limitation of this survey was 
finding youth with intellectual disabilities within the set 
target group (16-25 years of age), as well as gender 
equality (mainly male participants). 
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Introduction
ETS for Youth Equality (EYE) is a translational project 

that. EYE’s focus is promoting Education Through Sport (ETS) as a 
vehicle to develop innovative educational formats and the creation of 
new methods connecting education and sport. The target is young 
people aged 16-25 affected by intellectual challenges or impairments 
and young people who deal with disability issues along with their 
families/communities. According to the EHSIS Eurostat survey 
(2012) people aged 15 years old and over in the EU-27 affected with 
disabilities accounted for 70 million, that is 17.6%  of the total 
population. Moreover,  25.6% of people involved in the survey 
reported a disability that affected their education and training, 38.6% 
employment, and 60.9% leisure activities. Eurostat pointed out that 
the prevalence of disability is higher for people with a lower 
educational attainment. A 2014 Eurobarometer report shows that 
having a disability or illness is mainly a reason for not practising 
sports or engaging in physical activity at all (declared by 20% of 
those who never exercise or practice a sport, compared with 11% of 
those who do so seldomly). Also, the report demonstrates that having 
a disability or illness is the main reason for 13% of the EU population 
for not practising sports more regularly (Special Eurobarometer 412, 
Sport and Physical Activity, Report, March 2014, p.56 and p.5 
respectively). Meanwhile, research shows a strong connection 
between participation in organized sports and a wide range of 
positive outcomes. By participating in sports, individuals with 
disabilities experience improved social skills, self-confidence, self-
determination, and increased independence [Weiss, J., Diamond, T., 
Demark, J., & Lovald, B. (2003).

 The EYE project aims at providing youth workers and 
sports trainers the skills and resources to promote effective inclusion 
of young people using sport as an educational tool. In addition to this, 
the project is coordinated by three European partner countries. All 
partner organizations have outreach to the project target group 
(young people with intellectual disabilities) in the youth and in the 
Sport fields, and a considerable record of specialized activities 
therewith, which carries on till the very present. 

On the other hand, there are Special Olympics which 
provides customized sport services to an audience of young people 
and adults with intellectual disabilities, including grass-roots sports 
training and competition encompassing 32 different sport disciplines. 
Special Olympics has a grass-roots outreach through its health 
screening and intervention programmes spanning 28 EU member 
states and other eligible countries, with an audience of over 450,000 
participating athletes.

By delivering research and a cross-country assessment of 
existing needs and offer, the project intended to draw a 
comprehensive outline of the elements of similarity and difference in 
national scenarios, releasing targeted policy inputs and 
recommendations. The aforementioned project will be further 
reinforced by the sectorial outreach ensured by Special Olympics, 
member of the Special Olympics international network. - The 
different areas of expertise of Consortium partners, compounded by 
the geographical scope of the Consortium, will achieve the delivery 
of educational formats and methodologies of general applicability in 
each partner country. Due to the strong transnational roots of the 
Consortium, embodied by the ramified network of specialized entities 
in Sport and disability, transferability of the contents will be effective 
and ensured at the wider level of Europe.  The attention and 
envisaged impact on the sphere of health and participation in physical 
activity, determining a positive influence on the overall levels of 
participation in Sport activities in Europe and contrasting the 
challenges of inclusion in health enhancing physical practices for 
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large portions of the EU population identified by the Eurobarometer 
(2013). The Eurobarometer survey identified disability as one of the 
main reasons underneath abstention from regular physical activity, 
highlighted by a proportion as high as 13% of respondents. As a core 
area of human engagement, Sport compounds its physical benefits 
with a substantial reasons underneath abstention from regular 
physical activity, highlighted by a proportion as high as 13% of 
respondents. 

Methodology

The method use was cross-sectional descriptive survey. The 
researchers gathered data at a particular point in time in order to 
describe, compare and contrast, analyse and interpret the needs of 
individuals with intellectual disabilities, non-profit and profit 
organization with a focus on sports activities, best practices, and 
existing policy and policy recommendations from partners that 
constitute the field of inquiry (Cohen, 2013).

A survey is commonly used to examine a wide range of 
issues, populations and programmes in order to generalize 
characteristics.

This survey's central aim was to explore the needs of youth 
workers and sport coaches to improve their ability to promote 
effective inclusion for youth with intellectual disabilities through 
sports activities.

The subsidary data researchers gathered includes a review 
of existing policies and policy recommendations from partner 
countries and best practice samples.

Data Collection

Data was collected from stakeholders; 22 organizations 
from Italy, 21 from Bulgaria, and 20 from Ireland using an online 
questionnaire to be completed by a representative of the organization. 
There are several claimed advantages to using an internet 
questionnaire in comparison to a paper questionnaire: reduces the 
cost, reduces the time to distribute, gather and process data, enables a 
larger group to access and enables researchers to reach difficult 
subjects like in the case of this survey where some stakeholders were 
in other countries. Furthermore, it reduces human errors in entering 
and processing data, reduces researchers effects and responses in 
web-based surveys show fewer missing entries.

The online questionnaire consisted of 22 questions/prompts 
that examine the type of activities stakeholders implement in their 
organizations, the number of staff and volunteer members, their 
educational background, the scope of the organisation and the amount 
of people with intellectual disabilities who are part of the 
organisation as volunteers, staff, board members, etc.  The approach 
used to interpret the data collected from stakeholders was a 
quantitative data analysis. The information was analysed using 
descriptive statistics and graphs were produce too.

Participants were identified as people with cognitive 
disability. They were given a printed copy of a questionnaire or a 
word pdf. Some participants were assisted by a relative or an operator 
in completing the questionnaire. There were difficulties in finding 
people for the survey in the age range (16-25 years of age) set at the 
beginning of the research. Therefore, data was collected from 
participants outside this range. Data was gathered from 14 
participants in Italy, 21 in Bulgaria and  in Ireland.

The questionnaire contains 7 sections and the personal data. 
The first section in the survey looks closely at whether participants 
like sports and other physical activities or not. The second one, 
examines the reasons why participants engage in physical activities. 
The third one, describes if participants practice a sport, which one, 
the benefits of this practice and explores if participants feel everyone 

is treated equally in the sports they participate in. The fourth section, 
deals with whether anyone can partake in the activity the participant 
practices. Fifth, this section surveys if participants maintain contact 
with others practising the same physical activity using phones or 
social media. The sixth section, recalls if participants meet with other 
team members other than when they practice the physical activity. 
Moreover, the last section features participants’ perceptions to 
construct a description if they consider themselves important 
members of their teams or groups. The questions given vary from 
open ended questions to closed ones where participants could choose 
from the multiple choices given. The data was analysed qualitatively. 
The  approach used to qualitative data  analysis provided a 
description and reflexivity.

Existing policy was reviewed in each country and each 
partner provided policy recommendations after analysing was is 
lacking in their country polices. Also, each partner country provided 
10 examples of best practices implemented in their countries

Results

Three countries we involved in this survey, Italy, Bulgaria 
and Ireland. The investigation studied stakeholders and young people 
identified with an intellectual disability

The great majority of participating organizations are non-
profit/ non-governmental. Most of these organizations are Sports 
institutions that operate at the local level, except for the case of Italy 
where the majority operate at a regional level. Another, relevant 
aspect is that the group of institutions from Ireland has a high 
percentage of international activities compared to the other two the 
organizations from the other two countries.

The participating organizations in Italy are very small in 
terms of staff and volunteering body in comparison to the other two 
groups. The Irish organizations have the largest amount of staff and 
volunteers (31 or more) whereas the organizations in this study have 
1 to 3 employees and up to 10 volunteers. Another relevant aspect 
when comparing these groups of institutions is that in the Bulgarian 
organizations, there are more employees then volunteers; contrary to 
the Italian group where there are more volunteers. The majority of the 
Irish institutions reported having similar numbers of employees and 
volunteers. The main focus of the majority of the organizations in all 
3 counties in this survey have Sports as the main focus, in addition to 
Disability in the case of a large percentage from the organizations in 
Italy.

All 3 groups of organizations revealed  a great disparity between the 
level of education achieved by people with intellectual disability 
involved in their organization and other people as well as their role in 
their organization, Most, is not all, of the organizations in this studies 
have very small amount of people with intellectual disability on staff. 
Furthermore, none of the organizations have people with intellectual 
disabilities in management or board member positions.

The participants from Ireland and Italy were mostly male; 
15 out of 20 and 12 out of 14 respectively. Whereas in the Bulgarian 
team the majority (12 out of 20) were female. In fact, the Bulgarian 
participants have the largest percentages in the study of participants 
reporting not liking and / or not actively participating in sports or any 
other physical activity. However, across  all the groups, participants 
reported that sports are beneficial for self-improvement, and meeting 
new people and making friends. A great deal of participants also 
expressed a positive sense of belonging when participating in their 
sport environment and the equal opportunity for all that sports 
provides

After reviewing existing policy in each one of the  three 
countries involved in the EYE project, these Ideas and proposals to 
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improve the existing policies, in their efforts to deliver on the overall 
commitment  to Sport aim to:

- Adopt an inclusive approach across the entire organisation 
and in our interaction with organisations and individuals.

- Include the voice of persons with disabilities in their 
deliberations and programme development.

- Adopt an evidence-based approach to our efforts in 
promoting active and social participation among people 
with disabilities in sport and physical activity.

- Acknowledge and celebrate the contributions, achievements 
and successes of our colleagues and stakeholders in the 
disability sector.

- Ensure that all sports facilities directly managed or State-
funded are fully accessible in terms of physical and 
programme access.

- Fully engage with the disability sector in developing policies 
and programmes.

The recommendations can be summarized with two 
keywords: educate and enact.
Educate:

- Children and young people with disabilities to the culture of 
sport as integral part of a healthy lifestyle; the Minister of 
Health and the Minister of Education should undertake to 
organize raising awareness campaigns on the subject.

- Families, teachers and operators should be targeted by 
similar activities. But most importantly, professionals from 
education and sport field need to receive adequate training 
to ensure the best experience in sport for youngsters with 
ID. This requires a cross-sectoral approach: training can be 
provided by official institutions (schools and universities), 
VET providers and training centres, or NGOs, relying both 
on formal and non-formal education methodology.

- Persons with disabilities, their families and their caregiver 
about the opportunities and possibilities they have to take 
part in sport activities.

- Enact:
- A proper monitoring structure for the collection and 

elaboration of information on disabilities, working in an 
integrated way at national, regional and local level, creating 
a multilevel database.

- The drafting of working papers, white books and policy 
proposals in addition to the already existing legal 
framework, enshrining the rights of persons with 
disabilities to participate in sport and elaborating a specific 
protocol of approach to guarantee the quality, the diffusion 
and the accessibility of such activities, in schools as well as 
in sport organizations.

- Specific actions on the inclusion of persons with disabilities 
in sport through European funding (direct or indirect).

Discussion

To conclude, this paper places main  emphasis on the 
educational value of sport, that passes through what can be learned 
through sport, rather than on how to teach it.

The educational potential of sport should be seen as a 
powerful mean to convey fundamental life skills, and sports 
professionals or enthusiasts should be aware of the real possibilities 
for improving people and society through it; for that, a joint effort of 
teachers, educators, coaches and families is essential. Our wish is to 
go one step further: we hope to see a stronger political recognition of 

this effort undertaken by operators and involved people, to make the 
use of sports to fulfil the needs of people with disabilities an 
established practice.

Based on the results, we conclude of all three participating 
members of the EYE project, people with intellectual disabilities are 
among the most vulnerable and excluded groups in society. They 
have the lowest rate of employment of any other disability group; 
may have limited friends or social contacts; family relationships have 
often been disrupted and too often, they do not participate in any 
social, leisure and educational activities thereby spending most of 
their time in seclusion and solitude. Nonetheless, these same results 
revealed that people with disabilities have similar motivations to 
those without disabilities for taking part in sport and physical 
activity. The three main motivations among both groups are 
improving health and fitness, spending time with friends and family 
and controlling weight (Independent Sports Monitor 2017. 
Organisations in Italy  dealing with events for people with disabilities 
have a virtual protocol of Adapted Physical Activity (APA). This 
term identifies an interdisciplinary area that includes physical 
education, sports disciplines and functional rehabilitation tailored on 
the needs of people with disabilities. The purpose of the APA is 
allowing people with disabilities reach the intended purposes through 
a differentiated path, taking into account the different type and nature 
of impairments, since some activities might be more suitable for one 
disability than for another. 
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