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Introduction

On August 19, 2021, prior to the Tokyo 2020 Paralympic Games, twenty global
disability organizations including the International Paralympic Committee (IPC)
officially launched the #WeThel5 campaign. This was self-described as sport’s biggest
ever human rights movement to end discrimination against the 15% of the global
population or 1.2 billion people living with disabilities (International Paralympic
Committee, 2021). The other founding partners with the IPC included International
Disability Alliance (IDA), Special Olympics, Invictus Games Foundation, the
International Committee of Sports for the Deaf (Deaflympics), UN Human Rights,
UNESCO, the UN SDG Action Campaign, the European Commission, The Valuable
500, Global Citizen, Global Disability Innovation Hub, the UN Alliance of Civilizations
(UNAOC), International Disability and Development Consortium, C-Talent, Global
Goals Advisory, ATscale - the Global Partnership for Assistive Technology, Zero
Project, and the Global Alliance of Assistive Technology Organisations (GAATO)
(International Paralympic Committee, 2021). The campaign also had widespread

political support from world leaders including the UN Deputy Secretary General,
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UNESCO Director General, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, and the Duke
of Sussex, Prince Harry (Included, 2021).

#WeThe15 Symbol

#WeThel5

The objectives of the campaign were aligned with the UN 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities and this included “the desire to unite the world’s 1.2 billion persons with
disabilities behind a movement for change, with simple and powerful messages for
inclusion and putting persons with disabilities and their representative organisations
at the heart of the diversity and inclusion agenda” (International Paralympic
Committee, 2021). Three other objectives included breaking down societal and
systemic barriers that prevented persons with disabilities being included and active
members of society, ensuring greater awareness, visibility, and positive representation
of persons with disabilities and delivering campaigns and rallying the power and
media outreach of sports and culture to amplify the voice of persons with disabilities
towards governments, businesses and the public to deliver change (International
Paralympic Committee, 2021). As mentioned earlier, the kick-off was launched to
coincide with the opening of the Tokyo Paralympic Games and involved lighting up
over 225 landmarks around the world in purple on the launch date.

According to the International Paralympic Committee research published in 2021
and conducted by the consortium launching the campaign in its initial days:

e had the #Wethel5 film viewed 0.75 billion times.

e had the phrase #WeThelb receive 2.5 billion impressions on Twitter.

e reach 6.2 billion people by the media coverage, (almost 80% of the world’s

population).
(International Paralympic Committee, 2021)

Research from Nielsen also found that there was 41% global awareness of
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#WeThelb campaign amongst Paralympic TV viewers and 21% of the general
population and the strong engagement was further noted on social platforms with 876
million views on TikTok for #Disability Awareness and 9.5 million interactions with
#WeThel5 content on Instagram and Facebook (International Paralympic
Committee, 2021).

The campaign thus had significant initial reach and has now lasted three years in
what has been intended to be a ten-year campaign. But beyond the data points just
listed, little is known about what has been accomplished and the true impact. The
purpose of this study, therefore, was to initiate this process and try to better
understand the perceptions of the campaign from those either living with disability
or working within the disability advocacy industry six months following its launch.
Because of author connections, interviews were conducted with disability advocates

in Canada, Finland, Great Britain, Malawi and Peru.

Background

Marginalized populations including those related to gender, sexual orientation or
ethnicity, among others, have had social movements and associated advocacy
campaigns, with the most well-known having taken place in the 1960s. These have
also continued to the present day with many of the rights demanded still not
achieved. Disability rights were also debated and protested in public discourse in the
1960s but have arguably been far less discussed or publicly acknowledged. That said,
the film Crip Camp (Netflix, 2020) was widely lauded and other historical online
reviews have been published such as the podcast by Throughline (2020). These
stories reflected the initiation of the Rehabilitation Act in 1973, a federal law in the
United States that prohibited discrimination based on disability. This was followed in
1990 by the signing of the Americans with Disabilities Act which prohibited
discrimination and guaranteed that people with disabilities have the same
opportunities as everyone else to participate in the mainstream of American life
(including sport and recreation). Social movements for persons with disabilities also
occurred in other locales outside of the United States such as ‘Justice, not charity’
when those with visual impairments marched for equality in the United Kingdom

(Main, 2020), and the wheelchair warriors also in Great Britain (Rose, Nd). Protests
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for legislation around “Unfit” People also occurred in Canada (Disability Justice
Network of Ontario, 2019). The Valuable 500, meanwhile, is a more recent example of
a social movement for persons with disabilities and this has focused on the
importance of including persons with disability in business (see www.thevaluable500.
com). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(UNCRPD) (United Nations, 2006) is arguably the most well-known result of the
social movements for the inclusion of persons with disability and within this
document was Article 30.5, the Right to Sport for All Persons with Disabilities. This
states that “The sport, recreation and play domain, far from being trivial, is essential
for fully realizing the human rights promise” (Hubbard, 2004).

There have also been other global campaigns led by specific organizations with the
hopes of creating change in attitudes towards persons with disabilities and using
sport as the medium. One example was the International Paralympic Committee’s T’
mPOSSIBLE. As reported by Hoshino (2021), this was a global education program
developed by the IPC to spread Paralympic values and the vision of the Paralympic
Movement. UK Aid also funded Para Sport Against Stigma project (see https://
at2030.org/para-sport-against-stigma/), which was organized through the Global
Disability and Innovation Hub (see www.disabilityinnovation.com) and aimed to use
Paralympic sport as a tool to challenge disability stigma and discrimination in Sub-
Saharan Africa (Haslett, Griffiths & Lupton, 2024). #Wethel5 is the most recent

example and will now be the focus for the remainder of this paper.

Review of Literature

As noted earlier there has been growing interest in activism related to Paralympic
sport and this has been mirrored in academic studies (Haslett & Smith, 2022).
Haslett, Griffiths and Lupton (2024) suggested that the examples of prior research
could be divided into three subgroups including contextualized commentaries within
the wider bodies of research on non-disabled athlete activism (see Magrath, 2022),
the social legacy potential of Paralympic sport (see Brittain & Beacom, 2016, Pappous
& Brown, 2018) and disability activism/advocacy (see Berghs et al. 2020, Griffiths
2022a, 2022b, Soldatic et al. 2019).

Specific to research for comparative purposes with this study, much of it has been
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empirical and carried out in one specific cultural context (e.g. South Korea, Great
Britain). These few studies, as suggested by Haslett, Griffiths and Lupton (2024),
demonstrated the various ways that elite Para athletes (e.g. Paralympians) either
engage or do not engage in various forms of activism and advocacy (e.g. Braye, 2016;
Choi, Haslett, & Smith, 2019).

With the #WeThel5, there has been limited academic research but a number of
commentaries and editorials (Legg, 2022). In support of the campaign, in 2022 it
received the Campaign of the Year Award at the Sports Industry Awards and in
2021 it received the European Public Relations Excellence Award (International
Disability Alliance, 2021; 2022). The campaign was also, however, not without its
detractors. Academics, Howe and Silva (2021) penned an opinion editorial during the
Tokyo Paralympic Games that noted the connection between the #Wethelb
campaign, and the Paralympic Games being ineffective. “The Games are an elite
sporting event and thus by definition an exclusive domain” (Dutia & Tweedy, 2021).
This reflected earlier criticism of using Paralympic sport to promote inclusion by
Peers (2018) and other publications by Howe and Silva (2018) suggesting that
Paralympic sport did not appropriately represent “the everyday disabled person”.
The overall concern appeared to be that the public could get the impression that all
persons with disabilities are like Paralympians which can then lead to a “warped
understanding of most disabled people’s lived experience” (Braye, Gibbons & Dixon,
2013, 2016; Legg, 2022).

Howe and Silva (2021) did note too that they were “not condemning the
#WeThel5 movement as a whole but were arguing instead, that a better step for
disability activism, was what they referred to as the social empowerment of
difference” (Silva & Howe, 2018). Instead of advocating that, “everyone is human,”
they suggested that society “should move beyond that messaging and centre on the
celebration of difference”. The social empowerment of difference they referred to was
“designed to enhance not just the social emancipation of #WeThel5, but all
marginalized groups. Quite simply, inclusion should not require marginalized people
to wave a flag that proves their humanity. Instead, society should celebrate
differences (Howe & Silva, 2021; Legg, 2022).

Legg (2022) also reviewed further criticisms of the #Wethel5 with one example

presented by Amy Simmons who suggested that the campaign would simply be
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tokenism at best, and patronizing paternalism at worst. She noted that “if a company
edits their logo to include a patch of purple (from the campaign), but their actions do
not indicate any commitment to change, their involvement in #WeThel5 only serves
to boost their moral capital and sales” (Charlton-Daily, 2021). It was further
suggested that “while the goal is admirable, many disabled people do not expect the
campaign to bring about meaningful change. Branded badges and social media
hashtags make it easy for people and companies to make a show of supporting
disabled people, but some experts predict that their support will be empty”
(Charlton-Daily, 2021; Legg, 2022). Also noted by Legg (2022), Deaf journalist Liam
O'Dell suggested that the #Wethel5 campaign was misguided in its approach and
specifically in the use of person-first terminology. This was an example, perhaps, of
not being able to please all people all the time, as person-first terminology is
commonly used in North America - but not universally subscribed to. O'Dell noted
that “I can’t take a campaign seriously when it pledges to educate people yet uses
person-first language in its launch; lights up buildings in purple as a meaningless
gesture; has organizations posting promotional images without alt text and focusses
more on awareness.” The IPC responded online to O'Dell's concerns, as to why the
person first approach was used, but this resulted in further pushback on twitter from
the Great Britain and Northern Ireland Paralympic teams pointing out that they were
proud to say “disabled” and “non-disabled” versus person with a disability (Charlton-
Daily, 2021; Legg, 2022).

Haslett and Smith (2021) also reflected on the potential conflict of messaging.
Paralympic athletes during the Tokyo Games, for instance, were banned from
highlighting discrimination based on race in Paralympic venues (Section 2.2 of the
IPC Handbook) but the #WeThel5 campaign, which was endorsed by the IPC,
highlighted issues of discrimination but based only on disability. Concern was also
expressed about the short-term impact of #WeThel5. In Canada, for instance, at the
start of the Tokyo Paralympic Games the CN Tower and Niagara Falls were bathed
in purple light (Weese, 2021), but the media spotlight quickly moved on to other
issues and many have likely even forgotten the event or why the colour purple was
used (Legg, 2022). In July, during Disability Pride month and within two months of
the Opening Ceremonies for the 2024 Paris Paralympic Games, the campaign

launched a nine-part podcast but has otherwise not been overly public (see https://
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www.wethel5.org/news).

There were also, of course, those who supported the #WeThelb5 campaign beyond
advertising awards. Bouchehioua (2021), for instance, suggested that the International
Paralympic Committee got it right, taking as proof, the message that...

...there was no need to heroize persons with disability, but rather to honor them
at the height of their exploits. The campaign allowed clarity that there was no
need to differentiate persons with disability, but instead to distinguish them for
their victories, and no need to pity them, but to celebrate their efforts and their
performances (Bouchehioua, 2021).

In an editorial by the Winnipeg Free Press in Canada, the authors built upon
Brown's (2021) assessment and reflected on a campaign created by a Canadian ad
agency for World Wheelchair Rugby, which aired during the Tokyo Paralympic
Games.

The ads show a young man watching Team Canada’s two-time Paralympian
Zak Madell play, and then deciding to train to become a wheelchair rugby player
himself. Later, as he races with the ball during a match, Mr. Madell hammers
into him at full speed, knocking him down and stealing the ball. The closing
message makes the point abundantly clear: We’re not here to inspire. We're here
to win. No one is suggesting viewers, able-bodied or otherwise, shouldn’t be
inspired watching Paralympians in their quest for medals. But these athletes
don’t want to be cheered simply because they are competing while disabled; they
want to be celebrated for striving to be faster, higher, and stronger than anyone
else on the planet (Winnipeg Free Press, 2021).

Elizabeth Wright, an Australian swimmer who competed in the 1996 Atlanta and
2000 Sydney Paralympic Games, also thought that the Tokyo Paralympic Games were
an appropriate place to launch the campaign.

With the rising profile of the Paralympics, I can say that it is about time and so
important that we use this movement to tackle the wider disability injustices and
inequalities, we need to shift the view of disability from that as inspiration porn
or a tragedy trope. The Games are a good start, but theyre far from the endgame
(Charlton-Daily, 2021).

Wright also stated that the movement needs to “amplify the nuance of disability”

beyond the lens of sport and “shift the narrative to be more inclusive of that wider
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lived experience.” (Charlton-Daily, 2021; Legg, 2022).
Thus, the campaign had both its supporters and detractors. Questions of course
remained as to how and if it could lead to societal change and this was part of the

motivation for this paper?

Methodology

This paper is based on an eclectic data set, and methodologically this demanded a
bricolage sensibility to successfully draw it together for a rigorous analysis. The
concept of the bricoleur comes from the French concept of a ‘handyman’, or ‘tinkerer’,
inspired by Levi Straus’s notion of the same and described methodologically by
Denzin and Lincoln (2000) who likened all qualitative research to a process of making
do and blending. This was further developed by Kincheloe and Berry (2004), who
saw bricolage as an approach that values a flexible, self-reflective engagement with
multiple methods that are at hand in a quest for rigorous understanding of complex
realities. It brings a self-consciousness to the political and social construction of
prescribed and ‘correct’” forms of methodological conventions, which through
application are inscribed with the researcher’s own personal history even if this fact
is typically obscured (Kincheloe 2004, p 6).

Our approach can thus be considered a collaborative bricolage. Methodologically,
the personal histories, identities and formal competences of the researchers involved
in this study span the spectrum from being quantitative social scientists, through to
more arts-based and participatory approaches. Our interpretation of the ‘disability
community’ differed too, influenced by our personal histories and networks, including
some from predominantly disability sport organisational contexts to people working
in Disabled Persons Organisations and disability charities, to activists and artists.
Some of the data was collected through focus groups, some through structured and
semi-structured interviews, and some through much more exploratory, unstructured
interviews, though we all started with a similar outline of interview or focus group
questions. In making use of the bricolage methodology to help us negotiate these
differences, it was not an ‘anything goes model, but instead a deployment of a
collaborative bricolage approach to enable us to be elastic in our shared quest for

‘genuinely rigorous, informed multi-perspectival way of exploring’ the dataset
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(Kincheloe 2004, p 9), while being self-conscious of our ontological, personal and
practical differences. The data were collected to gauge the perspectives from
participants in five geographical locations namely, Canada, Finland, Malawi, Peru and
Great Britain.

Participants were encouraged to participate in focus groups or interviews and were
annotated by their country using the 3-letter code used by the International
Paralympic Committee, type of data collection, and the pseudonymised identifier. For
example, participant 2 in the second focus group from Canada was identified as CAN_
FG2_02, whereas person 3 interviewed in Malawi was coded as MAW_I_03. Informed
consent was given by the participants, and reporting of individuals were
pseudonymised. The #WeThel5 campaign was launched at the Tokyo Paralympic
Games in August 2021, and the interviews took place between 17th Sep 2021 and
22nd Feb 2022. The interviews traversed questions relating to first impressions of the
#WeThelb campaign, their responses to the characterisation of it as a ‘movement’,
and to understand how these groups would like to see such a campaign evolve in the
future. Prompts, which are statements used to assist or encourage a speaker to say
something, were used to engage the participants into conversations in focus groups
or during the interviews. All interviewers had extensive experience in carrying out
data collection through these methods.

For this paper, only the data on the first impressions and future visions were used.
All interviews were recorded and transcribed, and all researchers wrote a
methodological reflection to accompany the transcripts. Researchers read each other’s
transcripts, met for analysis meetings, and iteratively generated themes and insights,
looking across the data set, and to some of the differences (geography and network
type). Though not the focus of this paper, it is worthy of note that one of the
researchers involved developed further innovative modes of co-creation and
engagement with the activists and advocates engaged with, reflections on which have
been published as a stand-alone paper elsewhere (Haslett et al 2024). Procedures of

ethical informed consent were followed in keeping with the approved procedures.
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Results

There were 36 representatives (24 identified to have lived experience of disability)
of disability organisations or companies who took part in six focus groups and ten
one-to-one interviews. The average time of the interviews was 75 mins (SD = 27.6
mins) with a range between 20 - 120 mins. Summary of the participants by country
and individual characteristics are listed in Table 1.

The initial thoughts and feelings about #Wethel5 were generally positive. For
some respondents, the video that accompanied the campaign and showcased how
persons with disabilities challenge the assumption in light-hearted ways whether they
were inspirational had a positive reception, “I think that is one of the best commercial

videos that I've seen. The whole big idea behind the movement, it's fantastic.” (FIN_

Table 1. Summary of individual characteristics by country

Canada Finland Malawi Peru GB Total
=9 % =4 % 0=3)%| (n=5 % | (n=15) % | (n=236) %

Data collection

Focus Group 67 75 100 67 67

Interview 33 25 100 33 33
Gender

Female 44 75 33 80 40 50

Male 56 25 67 20 47 44

Other 13 6
Ethnicity

Asian 20 8

Black 100 7 11

Hispanic 100 73 14

White 100 100 67
Impairment

None 56 50 66 40 7 33

Intellectual 46 19

Physical 44 50 60 40 42

Visual 33 7 6

10
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1.01). The impression it gave to many respondents was that the video changes the
perceptions of disabled people,
I think was really important for disabled people and for disability rights
movement so we can have everyday common stories about disabled people rather
than these extreme stories that the media always used to like to represent, and
then I think it also just helped how non-disabled people to see us (GBR_FG1_1).

Previous videos of disabled people were talked about often, particularly around the
London 2012 Paralympic Games, where the Superhumans campaign was posted
around the city during the games and supported the television coverage. Although
such videos were good to grab the attention of the public, there was potential that
such stereotypes were not typical for many disabled people who felt “it is rather a
burden for persons with disabilities to be considered as superheroes-:- when feelings,
struggles, attitudes, experiences and needs are the same as for other human beings”
(PER_FG_4). The #WeThel5 video thus had the potential to provide a sense of
relief, “I liked very much the message that, the anti-superhero message. I'm a bit
allergic to the superhero troupes, so I like it very much” (FIN_FGI_03). The video
also brought insights to individuals to reflect on how times have changed in a decade,
as there were, “really impressive strides in just over 10 years in terms of the types of
messaging we're seeing, and moving from the sort of, less of the disability quorum to
more of the disability ability” (CAN_FG1_1).

In addition to the positive reception, the video was seen to provide authentic
representation and leadership, as “I think the most effective campaigns are always
ones around that representation, that's spirit-led by people with disabilities” (CAN_
FG1_2). Along with the involvement of disabled people, the presentation of disabled
people as “we are all the same” (FIN_I 01) was viewed as important. In some
instances, there were uncertainty of who the people directly behind the campaign
were, “I looked at the website and I was like, okay, but who's behind it? And then I
can see there’s like 20 organisations, and I can see the committee’s name” (CAN_
1.03). There were also suggestions that the campaign needed to, “value lived
experience. You have to value disabled people voice and the way you show that you
value it as you pay disabled people the same way you pay nondisabled people for
their expertise” (GBR_FG1_1) to make the campaign represented in the right way.

The reach of the video was also hoped to have been global, but the responses from

11
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this study suggested perhaps that it was not. During the data collection, the video
was shown at the beginning of the interviews or focus groups and for some
participants, this was the first time they had seen it. “I didn't see that:--”, continuing
with the question of, “:**was this purely a YouTube campaign?” (FIN_FG1_3).

The campaign including the purple icon, the social media hashtag, and lighting up
buildings were also discussed. The purple icon was seen positively as was the slogan.
“The slogan is good, it's simple enough” (FIN_FG1_2), and it was'-*

...giving a very clear picture of the percentage of people with disabilities in the
world by saying 15% of people in the world are persons with disabilities. So even
to the lay person who is not very much informed on disability, he or she would
clearly understand. (MAW_I_1)

Yet, in some countries the proportion of disabled people was not the same as the
global 15%, and thus some participants felt the campaign undersold the importance of
the disability population rates, “In the UK we actually stated 20% of our population of
disabled people, so I actually thought you undersold the campaign” (GBR_FG1_01).

Lighting up the buildings in purple around the globe was discussed positively
among the participants, “I'm not one for all these lighting buildings up normally, but
actually because they tied in with the Paralympics, it worked really well. It got the
message out there in a different way.” (GBR_FG1_03). Such aspects may have been “a
very effective way to have people listen” (FIN_I_1).

The social media hashtag was also seen to reinforce the campaign, “Usually the
hashtag is associated with the campaign--- so it automatically leads me to think of the
campaign and the 15 as it says in the video” (PE_FG_04). The hashtag itself might
have benefitted from being translated into different languages. “The hashtag of
#WeThel5 but I was referring to the fact that this translation is not as popular as
the same phrase in English here in Peru” (PER_FG_02). Alternative slogans were
also suggested by Finnish respondents, with the hope that it would have been more
suitable to their own context. “I would love to see more of this, 'We are not’. I loved
the phrase, ‘We are ordinary’, we do the ordinary things. And that's a very good
message.” (FIN_FG_3).

It was also suggested by respondents that the #WeThel5 campaign seemed to
have been developed to improve on earlier ways to promote the Paralympic Games,

which left out many people from the disability community.

12
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Lots of folks were sharing the BBC, the Paralympic specific, the We Are
Superhuman, the latest iteration, which took a lot of heat in previous years. So
it seems like in this last year they learned a lot they reflected, they made a better
campaign. And people who wouldn’t have shared previous years, or would have
been critical, really liked this one. I loved it. (CAN_I_03)

Less was discussed by the participants about how the video could be used in the
future, confirming the perceived positive reception of the campaign. Rather,
discussions were constructive on ways other aspects of #WeThel5 campaign could
be maximised. It was considered challenging, for instance, to turn a global campaign
to influence at the local level, with suggestions that it, “should focus on the real
situation in which we are living at the moment, on how the changes in the future
would affect persons with disabilities because we are living in a moment of crisis”
(PER_FG_03).

Respondents also recognized the importance of the long-term nature of the
campaign. “This is going to take a decade. The campaign is to be implemented over
the next decade, with different activities aimed at governments, businesses and the
population” (PER_FG_01). This was also recognition that most previous campaigns
followed a four-year cycle like the Games. “If you're just relying on a four-year cycle
with the Paralympics, you're going to have you know it's going to be like stop, start
stop, start and youre just going to have this three-year gap in the middle” (GBR_
FG_01). This could then lead to problems with continuation of the campaign as “you
don't want it to be a flash in the pan thing. You know it's got to be maintained
throughout the 10 years” (GBR_FG_03). Suggestions to increase the regularity of the
campaign more regularly, such as to reignite it on other occasions than just the
Paralympics, were also made with specific suggestions such as, “International Day of
Disabilities-*- it could be the exact same campaign, but like let's do another push and
raise the profile” (CAN_FGI_1). Other suggestions included “WeThel5 day, or
WeThelb week every year. So, little by little people learn to understand what this is
all about, why this building has been coloured purple. And there will be more media
attention.” (FIN_I_1).

Key areas of communication and cooperation with companies that work with
national Paralympic committees were also seen as positive next steps. It was

suggested that “for our organization, we do have our own messaging and branding

13
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and marketing. But this is a chance to include other community members outside of
ourselves” (CAN_I_3). Commercial companies could also help spread the word if they
had the chance through, “external communication about this campaign, to our
customers to tell them that we are involved” (FIN_FG2_2). Furthermore, discussions
could occur on how to tailor the slogan in national languages without losing the global
continuity. One example was, “they could be used together. WeThel5 and then the
Finnish version with it” (FIN_FG2_2). In addition, communication with the disability
community would be an important aspect to create a sense of local involvement in a
global campaign, “we should be making efforts towards taking into the grassroots so
that persons with disabilities themselves are owning it and their campaign should be
able to make an impact within the countries” (MAW_I_3).

As mentioned earlier, lighting the buildings in purple was also discussed positively.
To improve the impact, suggestions were made such as:

If you do this kind of colouring of buildings, then you really need to be pro-active
in messaging either in the building or somehow in the media at the same time,
that this is why we are colouring it purple this time. (FIN_FGI1_3)

Finally, the purpose of the #WeThel5 campaign could be made more explicit in
terms of tangible outcomes for disabled people, and this might take some time to be
realised.

What does it want to do? Does it want to get equipment to people? Does it, is it
mainly about campaigning for rights? Is it, you know what is the - and it looks
like, it kind of at the moment seems to be open to working that out, so it’s not
very clear what it is going to do, but that might be because it’s just forming, so
giving it room for space to think about that. (GBR_I_05)

All these suggestions, in part, echoed a statement from a respondent in Great
Britain that while the Paralympic Games had made inroads into changing attitudes a
campaign such as #Wethel5 was still needed. “It's good to have Paralympics as a

base, but you need to build upon that base” (GBR_FG1_3).

Discussion

After the launch of the #WeThel5 campaign, general positive reception was

reported by individuals connected to disability rights organizations in five
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geographical locations around the world. The video was seen to have the potential to
change the narrative around everyday lives of disabled people, and other innovated
parts of the campaign such as lighting up buildings around the world were perceived
as having potential to raise awareness. Moreover, recommendations for the campaign
moving forward centred around improvements in communication, consistency of
messaging related to representation, the importance of partnering with other

organizations, and translation to local audiences.

Representation

The #WeThelb campaign was a combined effort to bring together the largest
disability sports organisations around the world, namely the International Paralympic
Committee, Special Olympics, Deaflympic, Invictus Games, as well as the International
Disability Alliance to improve awareness, understanding and provisions for disabled
people (Carty et al, 2021). This could be seen as the first attempt at the global stage
to encourage representation of disabled people in a campaign of this size and breadth.
In particular, the video was seen as an appropriate way to portray disabled people
rather than the previously well known ‘superhumans’ campaign. While this had been
seen as enlightening to some (Alexander, 2014), it did divide the disability community
on whether it was appropriate representation of disabled people as the assistive
devices used for parasports may have given a false sense of empowerment among
disabled people (Howe, 2011). With the characterization of disabled people in
everyday lives and being connected with the Paralympic Games for the #Wethel5

campaign this had an overwhelming positive reception by the participants.

Partnering

The #WeThel5 campaign was created in contemporary times, where co-production
was seen as an important way to influence policy and behaviour change (Smith et al,
2022). The #WeThel5 campaign thus included partnerships of various companies at
multiple levels, and it was assumed that the approach used included people with
disabilities. Although according to the interviews, disability rights organisations at the

national level were less aware of it or had not had the opportunity to be involved
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from the onset. This could be seen as a top-down approach, where most effective
campaigns arise from the people who would benefit from it. For example, the recent
Black lives matter or #MeToo campaigns arose from civil movements, that grew
quickly with social media from organic instances of disruptive human behaviours
(Bonilla & Tillery, 2020; Clark-Parsons, 2021). The #WeThel5 campaign, meanwhile,
had a planned launch, which may have restricted a potential growing movement that
rises from the mass public because of coordinated efforts with partners adhering to
an embargo. Continuation of the campaign may require a deeply supportive
environment as changing attitudes takes time (Randolph & Viswanath, 2004) and a
lack of momentum if that were to happen following the Paris 2024 Summer

Paralympic Games may see the campaign fall by the wayside.

Localisation

The challenges of translating a global campaign to a local context were reported
throughout the interviews and focus groups. Understanding cultural norms and
language barriers meanwhile are understood as important ways to create successful
campaigns, accompanied with a strategy to create appropriate marketing and
effective messages (Randolph & Viswanath, 2004). The media around disabled
athletes tend to on the edge of what Carty and Mont termed as ‘inspiration porn’,
whereas in Great Britain, almost a third of the respondent’s comments were about
appropriate messaging (2021). Careful planning is therefore needed so that the
campaign is still seen as global. Even though the interviews in this study focused on
their initial thoughts and feelings about a potential 10-year campaign, there were still
many novel ideas presented to make the campaign more localized. Sustaining such
appeal may come at a cost, however, and there was no discussion of how funding
could be made available to do this. As such, #WeThel5 appears to be a centralized

campaign with the goodwill of partners to help promote it.

Conclusion

The #WeThel5 campaign was launched at the 2020 Tokyo Paralympic Games,

created from the largest known coalition of international disability sporting and
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human rights organizations. The campaign included a video that presented disabled
people being able to do everyday things with a bit of humour. Lighting various
buildings in purple around the globe on one day demonstrated the potential global
reach of the campaign, although it was deemed that more coordination was needed
between the places that had buildings lit up and the messaging around it. As such,
discussions of translation of information from a global campaign to a localised context
were brought up with concerns of how this would be done to sustain the planned 10-
year campaign. #WeThelb had a planned and formal launch versus a grassroots
approach which has typically driven social movement. Furthermore, there was
uncertainty of how effective the campaign would be to reach its goals, partly because
the goals lacked clarity. Despite these challenges, the lessons learnt from previous
campaigns and this one most certainly should be used to make more effective
campaigns in the future. More specifically, as time evolves from the advent of this
campaign, it could be important to understand if there was a shift in attitudes
towards disabled people in society or if access to sport and physical activity for

disabled people has improved.
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1. Introduction

The year 2024 marks the 100™ anniversary of the “Jeux Internationaux Silencieux”

”

and the “Comité International des Sports Silencieux (CISS)” in Paris, France, which
took place in 1924 under the leadership of Eugéne Rubens-Alcais from France and
Antoine Dresse from Belgium. This is a unique opportunity to look back on historical
developments in education and sport of and for deaf and hard of hearing persons in
different parts of the world, especially in France, Germany and the United States of
America. In the literature on severe hearing impairments a distinction is made by
using a “lowercase d” which refers to the physical condition and by using the
“uppercase D" reference is made to persons or organisations with a shared cultural
experience of deafness, like Deaf Culture or Deaf sport (Harrison 2014). In this
context, a brief overview of some core elements of Deaf Culture will be given.

From the beginning of the “Jeux Internationaux Silencieux/International Silent
Games” in 1924 until the “Deaflympics” as we know them today enormous challenges
had to be overcome. This also applies to the international governing organisation, the
“Comité International des Sports des Sourds - CISS” which is the French acronym,
and the “International Committee of Sport for the Deaf - ICSD” which is the English
term. Since there is no consistent use of these terms, in most cases “CISS/ICSD” is
the preferred term in this paper. Particular information is given on the Games that
were hosted in Germany: Summer Games in 1931 in Nuremberg and 1981 in Cologne,
Winter Games in 1955 in Oberammergau and in 1967 in Berchtesgaden. An overview
of the number of athletes from Germany, their medals and ranking both in Summer

and Winter Games after the unification of Germany in 1990 is also provided.
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A highly important issue relates to the support for Deaf sport at grassroots level
and for elite sport and Deaflympics. Some selected examples are given for both
performance levels, highlighting also outstanding deaf or hard of hearing athletes.
With regard to international connections of Deaf sport it is important to take into
consideration the relationship between the CISS/ICSD and the World Federation of
the Deaf (WFD), as well as between the CISS/ICSD and the International Paralympic
Committee (IPC) and the International Olympic Committee (IOC), because this
might have an impact on setting the course for the future.

The final sections address the developments of the CISS/ICSD, like the introduction
of the 1** World Deaf Youth Games in January 2024 in Sao Paulo, Brazil, and provide
some practical information taken from experiences at national and international level
regarding funding and media involvement.

Expectant glances are directed towards the upcoming 25" Summer Deaflympics in
Tokyo, Japan, in 2025. These Games will be a great opportunity to bring together
athletes and many more people from around the world for a unique sporting and
cultural event, celebrating the 100™ anniversary of the first Games held in Paris in

1924.

2. A look back: History of education and sport for deaf and
hard of hearing persons

2.1 Some selected facts on education of deaf persons

It is important to have some knowledge about the historical developments in the
field of education and sport for deaf persons in order to better understand the
current situation. Deaf children were educated in a monastery in Spain since 1570,
however, very little is known about the teaching methods. In 1760, a first school for
deaf children was founded in Paris, France, by a monk, Abbé de L'Epée. A few years
later, in 1778, Samuel Heinicke, established the first school for the deaf in Leipzig,
Germany (Vogel 1999).

In the United States of America, the first school for the deaf was founded by an
American clergyman, Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet, together with a deaf person,

Laurent Clark, in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1816. His son, Edward Miner Gallaudet,
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was appointed director of the “Columbia Institution for the Deaf and Dumb and the
Blind” in 1857 in Washington, D.C. (Gallaudet University 2024).

In 1864, a federal law was signed by US President Abraham Lincoln which ensured
financial funding and the possibility for deaf students to obtain academic degrees at
this institution then called “National Deaf-Mute College”. In 1894, this institution was
renamed in “Gallaudet College”. In 1986, the US Congress declared this institution to
be a university: “Gallaudet University”. During the following years, students of this
university actively demanded that the President and other leading staff should be
deaf persons themselves. This is also currently the situation (Gallaudet University
2024).

An important event took place in Milan, Italy, in 1880. During this congress,
attended by over 150 teachers of deaf persons, most of them hearing, a “Method
Dispute” occurred focussing on the question if sign language should be allowed. They
decided to forbid sign language and came to the conclusion that phonetic spelling
(“oralism”) should be the only teaching method (Léwe 1983). On the occasion of the
21" International Congress of the Deaf in July 2010 in Vancouver, Canada, the
resolutions of the congress in 1880 in Milan were repudiated and it was stated that “A
New Era: Deaf Participation and Collaboration” began, expressing deep regret for the
negative effects of the Milan resolutions and promoting the acceptance and respect
for all languages (World Federation of the Deaf 2016).

Despite the fact that sign language was used in many cultures around the world
and has therefore a very long tradition, it took time until the use of sign language
received greater recognition and is now generally accepted (Clarke 2021) and is in
accordance with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006).

In most countries special schools for deaf children and youth were established and
still exist. Since the 1960's, however, there was a move towards more integration/
inclusion in education. The discussion whether deaf children should be educated in
inclusive schools or in special schools continues to be controversial (Levesque &
Duncan 2024). It is important to note the differences between deafness and hard of
hearing. A functional hearing impairment or loss ranges from mild to profound.
Detailed information is provided regarding key facts about deafness and hearing loss

by WHO (2024).
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2.2 The establishment of sport clubs for the deaf in Germany

In Germany, the first sport club “Taubstummen Turnvereinigung Berlin” was
founded in Berlin on 18 October 1888. In the beginning, members were only men,
however, during the following years the club opened the doors for women and then
for the youth. On 21 August 1910, the umbrella organisation “Verband Deutscher
Taubstummen-Vereine fiir Leibesiibungen” (“Federation of German Deaf clubs for
physical education”) was founded in Cologne (Deutscher Gehérlosen-Sportverband

2010).

3. The core elements of Deaf Culture

It is important to clarify who is part of Deaf Culture. The history of Deaf Culture is
very unique and includes many impressive developments, however, also struggles for
recognition and rights (Communication Service for the Deaf 2023). Schools for deaf
students with their visions and missions are very important, e.g. the “Manitoba School
for the Deaf (MSD)” in Canada (2022-2023) includes the following people: “Deaf, Hard
of Hearing, including those who use any kind of amplification device such as hearing
aids or cochlear implants.” The main elements of Deaf Culture include:

- The use of sign language/here American Sign Language (ASL)
- Values in the Deaf community

- Traditions

- Social norms

- Identity as one of key components of a person

The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities highlights the
importance of recognising sign languages and the promotion of bilingual and
bicultural educational approaches. Articles 2 (Definition), 9 (Accessibility), 21
(Freedom of expression, opinion, and access to information), 24 (Education) and 30
(Participation in cultural life, recreation, leisure and sport) are particularly focussing
on deaf people and deaf issues (UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities 2006).

The question of how many people in a country or worldwide are deaf or hard of

hearing is difficult to answer. In Germany as in several other countries, there are no
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statistics about the number of deaf people. It is assumed that 0.1% of the total
population are deaf. More detailed information concerning the situation worldwide is
provided by the WHO (2024). The benefits from hearing aids, cochlear implants, and
other assistive devices as well as captioning are also stressed in the documents of
WHO (2024).

In contrast to documents and publications in which deaf people are mainly
characterised by their hearing loss, there is a growing number of literature in which
Deafness is described in terms of its intellectual, creative and cultural benefits and as
an essential aspect of human diversity. Bauman and Murray in their publication “Deaf
Gain - Raising the Stakes for Human Diversity” (2014) and Ladd in his book
“Understanding Deaf Culture: In Search of Deafhood” (2003) share fascinating

insights into Deaf Culture.

4. From the “International Silent Games” to the “Deaflympics”

In 1924, the “Comité International des Sports Silencieux (CISS)” was founded by
Eugene Rubens-Alcais from France and Antoine Dresse from Belgium. Under their
leadership the first “Jeux Internationaux Silencieux” were organised from 10 to 17
August 1924 in Paris (France), shortly after the Olympic Games in the same city
(Institut national de jeunes sourds de Paris 2024). The “Comité International des
Sports Silencieux (CISS)” later changed its name to “Comité International des Sports
des Sourds (CISS)”. Their motto is “Per Ludos Aequalitas” - “Equality through
Sport”. Participation in the Deaflympics is restricted to persons who have a hearing
loss of at least 55 dB in the better ear. It is strictly forbidden to use any kind of
hearing aids. From 1924 to 1967, these games were called “International Silent
Games”. For a short time the name “World Silent Games” was used and until 1999
these games were called “World Games for the Deaf” and since 2001 they have been
called “Deaflympics” (Harrison 2014). Germany hosted the Summer Games twice:

1931 in Nuremberg and 1981 in Cologne.
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Table 1: Information on Summer Games in 1931 and 1981 hosted by Germany

Year Venue Nations Athletes Sports Competitions
1931 Nuremberg 14 316 7 43
1981 Cologne 32 1198 13 110

(Source: Schliermann 2015, 285).

Here is a short comment on the Games hosted by Germany:

In 1931, the 3" World Games for the Deaf and the 4™ CISS-Congress took place in
Nuremberg, Germany. During the following years, the so-called “Gleichschaltung”,
which means “conformity”, the process of Nazification, influenced society including
sport in Germany dramatically and Jewish people were excluded from participation.
Persons with disabilities including deaf people were perceived as “unworthy”, many
of them lost their lives in “concentration camps” or were victims of medical
experiments. In 1981, Germany was for the second time host of the World Summer
Games for the Deaf. The 14™ World Games were held in Cologne, Federal Republic of
Germany (FRG), attended by 1500 athletes from 35 countries. The German
Democratic Republic (GDR) sent athletes in table tennis and athletics and returned
back home with one gold, one silver and one bronze medal (Deutscher Gehérlosen-
Sportverband 2010). This is worth mentioning because there were very few events
during these years where athletes from the GDR participated in sport events in the
FRG. These developments will be described shortly afterwards.

The first Winter Games were held in Seefeld, Austria, in 1949. Germany hosted the

Winter Games twice: 1955 in Oberammergau and 1967 in Berchtesgaden.

Table 2: Information on Winter Games in 1955 and 1967 hosted by Germany

Year Venue Nations Athletes Sports Competitions
1955 Oberammergau 8 59 4 11
1967 Berchtesgaden 12 77 2 10

(source: Schliermann 2015, 286)

A short comment on the Games hosted by Germany is given here:
The 3™ International Winter Games for the Deaf were held in Oberammergau,

Germany. Eight countries participated with 54 male and 5 female athletes. There
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were some outstanding athletes, such as the Italian Giovanni Calissano, who
participated in both Winter Games (Oberammergau) as a skier and in Summer
Games as a shooter. He collected 42 medals and he became the most decorated
athlete of the CISS/ICSD (ICSD 1924-2024). In general, it has to be admitted that the
event did not reach much public attention.

In 1967, Berchtesgaden, a well-known town in the Bavarian Alps, was host of the
6" International Winter Games with 12 nations and a total of 77 athletes (64 men, 13
women) participating. Three countries from outside Europe took part: Canada, USA
and Japan.

At the 19™ Congress of CISS in Berchtesgaden, Antoine Dresse decided not to
continue as Secretary General after 43 years in this position. At this Congress, the
decision was made to change the name to World Games of the Deaf. Germany
participated with 13 athletes (10 men, 3 women). Mainly deaf people and local
organisers gave special attention to the athletes and the event itself (Deutscher
Gehorlosen-Sportverband 2010).

It is important to describe the changes of Deaf sport in Germany. After World War
II in October 1949, Germany was divided into the Federal Republic of Germany
(FRG) and the German Democratic Republic (GDR). Sport activities of deaf people
developed in different structures in both countries, however, all-German teams took
part in international competitions, e.g. in 1958 at the Deaf Chess World Championships
in London, where one player came from the FRG and two players from the GDR and
as a joint German team they won the Team World Championships. The situation
changed when the Wall was built between East and West on 13 August 1961. For the
last time, an all-German team participated at the 9" World Summer Games in
Helsinki, Finland, from 6 to 10 August 1961 (Deutscher Gehorlosen-Sportverband
2010, 80-84). Until the unification of Germany in 1990, Deaf sport developed very
differently in the FRG and GDR. Athletes from both countries participated in separate
teams and were successful in several events at European and world level. One year
after the fall of the Wall in 1989, the German Deaf Sports Association was founded in
1990, bringing together the Deaf sport organisations from the FRG and the GDR.

It is difficult to provide solid statistical data for the years 1949 to 1990, because
from 1949 to 1961 there were mixed teams from the FRG and the GDR and after that

athletes competed in separate teams. A reliable overview can be given based on a
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data collection of the German Deaf Sports Association for the Deaflympics after the

unification in 1990.

Table 3: Germany: Number of athletes, medals and ranking: Winter
Deaflympics (since 1991)

Medals
Deaflympics No. athletes Total | Ranking
G|S|B
lliilff, Canada 10 0] 1]0 1 0
?i?fs, Finland 17 0] 1,0 1 0
11)93\?05, Switzerland 18 01072 2 0
é(l)l(r)lgdsvall, Sweden 33 21110 3 5
ig?f Lake, USA 21 2 110 3 6
?(Ohlfnty Mansiysk, Russia o 0101 1 14
ioallfellina, Italy 10 0] 1]0 1 13
IZEOrZztrum, Tiirkye 21 013]2 5 12

(Source: Compilation based on information provided by the German Deaf
Sports Association).
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Table 4: Germany: Number of athletes, medals and ranking: Summer
Deaflympics (since 1993)

Medals
Deaflympics No. athletes Total | Ranking
G|S|B

1993

Sofia, Bulgaria 133 8 116115 39 4
1997

1 10 | 15 | 22 4

Copenhagen, Denmark 68 0]15 7 3
- 173 1321 13| 47 )
Rome, Italy

2005

Melbourne, Australia 133 6 | 15|17 38 8
2009

Taipei, Taiwan 157 318112 23 16
2013

131 14

Sofia, Bulgaria 3 31615 14
2017

Samsun, Tirkye 105 4153 12 13
2022

Caxias do Sul, Brazil & 51816 19 10

(Source: Compilation based on information provided by the German Deaf
Sports Association).

The German Deaf Sports Association and the German Association of the Deaf are
two separate organisations with good relations. The German Deaf Sports Association
is a member of the German Association of the Deaf, which serves as a stakeholder of
deaf persons in Germany and the sign language community. In both organisations
hearing individuals can become members, e.g. those with deaf parents like “children
of deaf adults (CODA)” (Coda International 2024), in general, leadership positions are
exclusively held by deaf persons. The German Deaf Sports Association as a member
of the German Olympic Sports Confederation is responsible for Deaf sport activities
at all levels, from grassroots level to Deaflympics. The following organisation chart

illustrates the current structure of the German Olympic Sports Confederation.
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Figure 1: Significantly reduced organisation chart of the German Olympic Sports
Confederation

German Olympic Sports Confederation
OSB
QRS

101 member organisations

43 Olympic Sports 25 non-Olympic 16 State Sports 17 Associations 15 personal
organisations Sports organisations Associations with special tasks members

e.g. e.g. e.g. e.g. e.g.
- German - German Karate - Berlin State - Aikido Federation - Yusra Mardini
Handball Federation Sports Association - YMCA Sports - Kristina Vogel
Federation - German - Bavarian State
- German Football Disability Sport Sports Association
Federation Organisation/

National

Paralympic

Committee

- Special Olympics

Germany

- German Deaf
Sports Association

‘ 86,000 sport clubs ‘

‘ 27,800 individual memberships |

(Source: German Olympic Sports Confederation 2024)

5. The “Comité International des Sports des Sourds (CISS)” -
The “International Committee of Sport for the Deaf (ICSD)”"

After the foundation of the “Comité International des Sports des Sourds (CISS)”
and the first “International Silent Games” in Paris in 1924 important steps were taken
“to address challenges that are unique and specific to the Deaf community: identifying
a deaf person by their preferred mode of communication; deliberating as to whether
or not Deaf people are a linguistic and cultural minority; or whether they are
disabled” (Harrison 2014, 47). The French acronym CISS was used from 1924 until
2011, however, very often the English term “International Committee of Sport for the

Deaf” (ICSD) was also used. Since 2011, both terms CISS and ICSD are legal names.
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Therefore, in this paper CISS/ICSD is the preferred term.

In this context, Harrison emphasises three fundamental concepts concerning the
unique position to be taken into consideration by the umbrella organisation CISS/
ICSD: “Empowerment, Sign Language and the Concept of Disability” (Harrison 2014,
47).

All these aspects are of importance when analysing the current situation of the
CISS/ICSD in relation to the Olympic Movement and the International Olympic
Committee (IOC), to the Paralympic Movement and the International Paralympic
Committee (IPC) as well as to the Special Olympics Movement and the Special
Olympics International (SOI).

The founder of the 1% International Silent Games, Eugéne Rubens-Alcais, had a
vision, following the ideas of Pierre de Coubertin, the father of the modern Olympics,
to establish international competitions for deaf and hard of hearing athletes
(Deutscher Gehérlosen-Sportverband 2010).

From a retrospective view, it can be stated that this idea was realised through the
“International Silent Games” first in summer editions and later, in 1949, in winter
editions. Despite the fact that these Games started already in 1924, they are still less
known than the Paralympic Games and the Special Olympics World Games (Legg,
Emes, Stewart & Steadward 2004; Doll-Tepper & Tiemann 2021).

The CISS/ICSD made many efforts during the past years to increase public
interest; however, several barriers still exist, in particular, regarding communication,
lobbying and visibility (Ammons 1990; Stewart & Ammons 2001; Legg, Emes, Stewart
& Steadward 2004).

An important relation of the CISS/ICSD has also to be highlighted: cooperation
with the “World Federation of the Deaf (WFD)”. In 2013, a “Co-operation Agreement
between the World Federation of the Deaf and the International Committee of Sports
for the Deaf” was signed emphasising the importance of encouraging collaborative
agreements at local, national and regional levels of deaf people between the National
Associations of the Deaf and the National Deaf Sports Associations, the promotion of
human rights and the support towards the recognition of national sign languages. It
was agreed that the official languages for communication, both in person and in
writing, between WFD and ICSD are International Sign and English (World

Federation of the Deaf and International Committee of Sports for the Deaf 2013). In
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addition, the CISS/ICSD has made essential decisions and reached important
milestones in earlier years: In 1955, the International Olympic Committee recognised
CISS as an “International Federation with Olympic standing”. In 1996, the CISS/ICSD
introduced the “Sportsman and Sportswoman of the Year”. In 2006, the CISS/ICSD
has officially joined the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA).

In contrast to other international sport organisations recognised by the I0C, the
CISS/ICSD is exclusively organised by members of the community they serve: Deaf
people (Deaflympics 1924-2024). Foster, Fitzgerald and Stride (2018) report on the
socialisation and participation of Deaflympians.

The logo of the International Committee of Sports for the Deaf (ICSD) was
designed by the graphic design artist Ralph Fernandez from the USA, who became

Chief Executive Director of the organisation on 1 January 2024.

The logo symbolises the four regional confederations as well as sign language, deaf

and international cultures, unity and continuity (Deaflympics 2023a).

6. Support for Deaf sport

6.1 Support for Deaf sport at grassroots level

In countries with a very structured sport club system, e.g. in several European
countries, there are special sport clubs for the deaf and hard of hearing, and they
have their regional and national umbrella sport organisations. In Germany for
example, there are Deaf sport clubs in every state, as well as regional Deaf sport
organisations and an umbrella Deaf sport organisation (German Deaf Sports
Association). The “German Deaf Sports Association” is a member of the “German
Olympic Sports Confederation” and belongs to the category “Non-olympic sport

organisations”. Funding is provided at local, regional and national level, by the
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respective government.

With very few exceptions, all activities are run by deaf or hard of hearing persons
(see Deaf Culture, chapter 3). Here are some examples:

The Canadian Deaf Sports Association organised the “Canadian Deaf Games” in
May 2024 in Toronto, Ontario. These games do not have a “competition” component
like the World Games and Deaflympics, but they have a “participation” component
with the goal to bring deaf people together in a friendly atmosphere. It also includes
a National Indigenous Volleyball Team. The Canadian Deaf Sports Association is
funded by the Government of Canada (Canadian Deaf Sports Association 2024).

In most European countries, there are sport clubs for deaf and hard of hearing
persons where a variety of sport and fitness programmes are being offered at
grassroots level. There is a growing interest in bringing into these clubs trainers,
instructors and coaches who are either deaf themselves or have the ability to use
sign language. Currently, there are also efforts made towards inclusive sport
programmes for deaf and hearing persons, e.g. in Scandinavian countries, Germany

and Switzerland.

6.2 Support for elite sport/Deaflympics

From an international perspective, the structures and support systems for elite
sport for persons who are deaf or hard of hearing differ a lot. National Deaf sport
organisations, e.g. in Germany, Austria, Australia, Norway, Canada to name but a few,
receive federal government funding for the training of athletes and for competitions
at national and international level. On behalf of the Australian Sports Commission
Bremner and Goodman (1992) published a manual titled “Coaching Deaf Athletes”.
Markov-Glazer, Elbe and Schliermann (2023) addressed the issue of mental training
with elite Deaf sport athletes from the sport psychology consultants’ view. Several
authors publishing of Deaf sport have noted that there is a need for more scientific
research (Mesch & Clark 2023; Levesque & Duncan 2024), e.g. with a focus on girls
and women, the significance of Deaf sport and the Deaflympics within the Deaf
Culture (Ammons 1990; Stewart 1991; Harrison 2014). Mesch and Clark (2023)
emphasise the empowerment through Deaf sport for deaf participants, their particular
challenges in society and sport, their communication in sign language and their

socialisation within the deaf community. Deaf sport and Deaflympics offer unique
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opportunities to compete at all levels of performance up to the Deaflympics and
combining these experiences with a sense of belonging to Deaf Culture. Over the past
decades, the range of sports for deaf athletes has grown tremendously, leading to an
increase in championships on national, continental and international level. Here is a

selection of events on world level listed by the CISS/ICSD:

World Championships
March 2024 World Deaf Taekwondo Championships, Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan

April 2024 World Deaf Judo Championships, Turkestan, Kazakhstan

June 2024 World Deaf Volleyball Championships, Tomigusuku, Japan

July 2024 1" World Deaf Youth Athletics Championships, Taipei, Chinese
Taipei

July 2024 World Deaf Athletics Championships, Taipei, Chinese Taipei

August 2024 World Deaf Golf Championships, Gold Coast, Australia

August 2024 World Deaf Beach Volleyball Championships, Prague, Czech
Republic

August 2024 World Deaf Shooting Championships, Hanover, Germany

September 2024 World Deaf Sailing Championships, Nida, Lithuania

September 2024 World Deaf Cycling Championships, Swietokrzyski, Poland

November 2024 World Deaf Mountain Bike Championships, Satoraljanjhely, Hungary

May 2025 World Deaf Ice Hockey Championships, Vancouver, Canada
(CISS 2024)

In addition, regional championships are being organised, e.g. Asia Pacific Deaf
Games, European Deaf Taekwondo Championships, European Deaf Bowling

Championships, European Deaf Handball Championships, to name but a few.

7. Relationship between CISS/ICSD and IPC

When the International Paralympic Committee (IPC) was founded in 1989 in
Diisseldorf, Germany, the “Comité International des Sport des Sourds (CISS/ICSD)”

joined the new umbrella organisation.
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The other member organisations were:

CP-ISRA: Cerebral Palsy International Sport and Recreation Association

IBSA: International Blind Sports Association

ISMWGEF: International Stoke Mandeville Wheelchair Games Federation

ISOD: International Sport Organisation for the Disabled

INAS-FMH: International Sports Federation for Persons with Mental Handicap

More information about the historical developments of the IPC is given by Doll-
Tepper (1999; 2002) Bailey (2008), Howe (2008) and Harrison (2014).

In 1995, the CISS/ICSD withdrew from the IPC. The reasons for the withdrawal of
the CISS/ICSD from the IPC were manifold. From the very beginning, the CISS/
ICSD had made clear that they wanted Deaf sport to remain self-governing. In a “final
agreement” between CISS and IPC in 1990 it was stated, “that the IPC would grant
full recognition to CISS as supreme authority for sports for and of deaf people and
that the IPC accepts and acknowledges the CISS World Games for the Deaf (both
Summer and Winter) as international events of status equal to the Paralympic
Games.” (Harrison 2014, 69).

However, during the following years frustration grew within the CISS/ICSD about
the membership in the IPC. Finally, in March 1995 the decision was taken by the
CISS/ICSD to discontinue membership in IPC. There were several reasons given, e.g.
the reduction of disciplines of Deaf sport should they be part of the Paralympics, the
refusal of the IPC to cover costs for sign language interpreters and their clear
position to keep their autonomy. Harrison (2014) describes in detail the pros and
cons of this withdrawal of membership.

Ten to fifteen years after that decision, controversial debates continue whether the

CISS/ICSD should re-apply for membership in the IPC (Harrison 2014).

8. Relationship between CISS/ICSD and I0C

In 1955, the International Olympic Committee (IOC) recognised the CISS/ICSD
and since 1985, the IOC granted patronage to the Games. In 2001, the IOC approved
the new name “Deaflympics” replacing the previous name “World Games for the
Deaf”. In 2016, the IOC and the CISS/ICSD signed a “Memorandum of Understanding”

following the “Recommendation 7" of the Olympic Agenda 2020 which aimed to
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“strengthen relationships with organisations managing sport for people with different
abilities” (I0C, Olympic Agenda 2020).

The Memorandum of Understanding was signed by IOC President Dr. Thomas
Bach and ICSD President Dr. Valery Nikitich Rukhledev, a Russian sports leader and
former gold medallist in wrestling at Deaflympics who was replaced in 2018 by the
Australian Rebecca Horn. Rukhledev was President of the CISS/ICSD until 2018
when he was found guilty of disgraceful behaviour. Harrison (2014) describes very
detailed the relationship between the IOC and the CISS/ICSD as well as between the
CISS/ICSD and the IPC and other international and national organisations of sport.
Within the last ten years since this important publication many changes in leadership
and strategies have occurred.

On 13 June 2023 the current President of the CISS/ICSD, Dr. Adam Ko6sa, who had
been elected President in 2022, met with IOC President Dr. Thomas Bach to discuss
cooperation between the two organisations. President Kosa, who was born in 1975 in
Budapest, is a Hungarian politician and was the first deaf member of the European
Parliament.

The new ICSD Board led by President Dr. Késa and Vice-President Dr. Yutaka
Osugi from Japan is making important steps towards more visibility and recognition
within the world of sport. Based on their strong educational background and great
leadership potential it can be expected that Deaf sport will overcome historical
struggles of the movement.

It is interesting to note that deaf athletes have participated in Olympic Games as
early as in 1908 and 1912 when Oskar Wetzell from Finland competed in diving
(Kuurojen museo 2013-2024). Harrison (2014) published a list of deaf athletes who
participated in Olympic Games starting with Gertrude Ederle, a severely hearing
impaired woman from the USA, who won a gold medal in the Olympic Games in
Paris in 1924. Gertrude Ederle was a very famous athlete because of her swimming
successes and for being the first woman to swim the English Channel in 1926 (see
Kilg-Meyer 2020). Harrison's (2014) list includes Terence Parkin, a South African
swimmer and participant in Olympic Games. Known by many as the “Silent Torpedo”
he won the silver medal in the 200 metres breaststroke at the 2000 Summer Olympics
in Sydney, Australia. Harrison (2014) focusses also on three hearing-impaired athletes

from the USA who participated in the Olympic Games in 2012 in London: David
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Smith (Volleyball), Tamika Catchings (Basketball, Gold) and Chris Colwill (Diving)
(Harrison 2014, 278 - 279). He was fully aware that this list was not complete and he
asked for additional information about deaf athletes competing in the Olympic Games.
Athletes who are deaf or hard of hearing have shown outstanding performances. The
Shepherd Centre in Australia is offering support and services to children with
hearing loss and their families. They have recently published a list of five successful
deaf or hard of hearing athletes thus empowering young people and motivating them
to pursue their plans and desires (Shepherd Centre/Hear for You 2024). The five
athletes are

- Shelly Beattie, a professional bodybuilder;

- Laurentia Tan, a deaf para-dressage competitor who won two bronze medals at
the 2008 Beijing Paralympics;

- Derrick Coleman, a NFL footballer who played with the Seattle Seahawks, who
won the Super Bowl in 2014;

- Matt Hamill, a wrestler and martial arts artist;

-Heidi Zimmer, an athlete who participated in the Deaflympics 1969 in high
jump. In 1991, she reached the top of Denali, also known as Mount McKinley,
and held up a banner: “DEAF WOMEN, A PARADE THROUGH THE
DECADES” with the goal to advocate for deaf women. Heidi Zimmer has
initiated the “Ability Summits Projects” and has the goal of climbing all seven

summits as a deaf-blind woman (Zimmer 2022).

9. New developments: World Deaf Youth Games

The 1 World Deaf Youth Games were held in Sao Paulo, Brazil, from 15 to 22
January 2024. 71 young athletes aged between 14 and 18 years, from 16 countries
participated in four sports: athletics, badminton, 3x3 basketball and swimming.
Originally, it was planned to offer competitions in futsal and table tennis, however,
these sports were finally not included (CISS/ICSD 2024). Part of the Games were
workshops for the participants to learn about the values, functions and structures of
the ICSD, ethical issues and anti-doping policies, social media as well as the role of the
athletes’ commission. During this event, ICSD Vice-President Osugi Yutaka met with

IPC President Andrew Parsons to renew their partnership. The next World Deaf
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Youth Games will take place in Chinese Taipei. For the first time, there will be

European Deaf Youth Games in 2026 in Hanover, Germany.

10. The outlook

Efforts are being made by the CISS/ICSD to increase the visibility of Deaf sport
and the Deaflympics and to encourage more persons who are deaf or hard of hearing
to participate in sport, as leaders, as athletes, as coaches, as referees and as fans. This
is clearly in line with the recommendations of the UN Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities, in particular, with the Article 30(5). The promotion of
participation of all persons regardless of their differences is crucial at all levels, from
local and national levels to the international level. When focussing on the current
situation at local level it would be helpful to support sport clubs for the deaf, initiate
partnerships and cooperation between these clubs and those for hearing people.
Shared interests could be identified also between clubs and schools and could lead to
more inclusive programmes, activities and events.

With regard to developments on national level, it is important to be aware of the
structural differences of the sport systems worldwide. Therefore, an example is
chosen from Germany. The German Olympic Sports Confederation (DOSB) is the
non-governmental umbrella organisation with more than 27 million memberships in
about 87,000 sports clubs. Currently the DOSB has 101 member organisations,
including 16 regional sport organisations, 68 national sport-governing federations and
17 sport associations with special tasks.

The German Disability Sport Organisation/National Paralympic Committee, the
Special Olympics Germany as well as the German Deaf Sports Association belong to
the group of national sport-governing federations with their own structures and
funding. During the past years, efforts have been made to initiate more contacts
between these different organisations, in particular, with a focus on joint programmes
funded by the German Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour, such as the training of
sport inclusion managers and event inclusion managers in which only persons with a
disability were eligible to participate. The current President of the German Deaf
Sports Association, Katharina Pape, was one of the participants of this programme

and is a certified sport inclusion manager who was a staff member at the Special
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Olympics World Games in 2023 in Berlin, Germany. Board members of the German
Deaf Sports Association have emphasised how important it is for the development of
Deaf sport to have appropriate training facilities, well-trained coaches, especially deaf
coaches and coaches who can communicate in sign language. Financial support from
governments as well as from sponsors are also of crucial importance. The provision of
sign language interpreters, especially because of high costs, is also still lacking in a
variety of situations, e.g. at seminars, conferences, meetings etc. Different
governmental rules and regulations exist when comparing the situation worldwide.
As far as funding for Deaf sport is concerned, there are differences whether the focus
is on grassroots or elite level. Very often financial support for sport at grassroots
level is given by local governments and sponsors. At elite level funding for Deaf sport
is still limited to governmental support and from a few foundations and sponsors. An
interesting example is “Deaf Sports Australia” which provides programmes, including
“Active Deaf Programs” which are funded and supported by the Australian Sports
Commission as well as government’s initiatives with a focus on school events and
programmes involving deaf and hard of hearing children (Australian Sports
Commission 2024).

On the international level, the CISS/ICSD is leading the organisation towards
strengthening the Deaf sport Movement via the Deaflympics and the huge variety of
sport events at world level. The newly established World Deaf Youth Games, for the
first time organised in Sao Paulo in January 2024, are an important step forward to
encourage young people to participate in elite sport and to learn more about Deaf
sport and other important issues, such as anti-doping policies. It would be desirable
that the next Deaf sport events will receive more public attention via the media. In
this context, it is suggested to establish or expand media partnerships for Deaf sport
events, in particular for the Deaflympics. For the Special Olympics World Games 2023
in Berlin, Germany, such a media alliance was successfully implemented covering the
Games on and off the playing fields. The German Media Alliance was awarded the
prestigious HORIZONT Sportbusiness Award in 2023 as “Medium of the Year” for
bringing more attention and visibility for people with intellectual or multiple
disabilities (Deutsche Telekom 2023). The important role of the media is reflected in
an article of Ogoura (2024) concerning media coverage of the Deaflympics and was

also addressed by Harrison (2014).
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The communication between the CISS/ICSD and the IOC has continued over the
past years, in particular, when IOC President Dr. Thomas Bach and CISS/ICSD
President Dr. Adam Kosa met at the Olympic House on 13 June 2023 in Lausanne.
The main goal of this meeting was to renew collaboration between the two
organisations. President Kosa expressed thanks to the IOC for supporting and
recognising the CISS/ICSD and he “assured that the ICSD is committed to ensuring
transparency, accountability and engagement to principles of ethics within the
organisation and its affiliated members” (Deaflympics 2023b). For the CISS/ICSD,
communication with the IPC is of great importance, even if the relation in the past
was not easy (Harrison 2014). Some details have been described in chapter 7.
However, it is important to note that IPC President Andrew Parsons and CISS/ICSD
Vice President Dr. Osugi Yutaka met on the occasion of the 1* World Deaf Youth
Games in Sao Paulo in January 2024, reinforcing their partnership (Deaflympics
2023). Great expectations exist on the road to the next Deaflympics, which will be
held in Tokyo, Japan, from 15-26 November 2025. There will be 21 sports included
and approx. 3,000 athletes will attend, in addition, several thousand officials, referees,

staff etc. will take part. This is the emblem of the Tokyo Games:

L ALL
v
TOKYO 2025

25TH SUMMER DEAFLYMPICS

(Tokyo 2025 Deaflympics, 2024).

Prior to the Deaflympics there will be the ICSD Congress in October 2024 in Paris,
France, commemorating the first “International Silent Games/Jeux Internationaux
Silencieux” and the first congress of CISS under the leadership of Eugéne Rubens-
Alcais and Antoine Dresse. A special logo was created for the 100™ anniversary of

the Congress in France:
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From April to July 2024 a special exhibition was presented at the “Institut national
de jeunes sourds de Paris” under the title “La folle semaine des premiers Jeux
internationaux silencieux” (2024) describing in detail the beginning of the Deaf sport
movement and the first Games. Celebrating the 100 years history is a unique
opportunity to look back at the challenges and achievements of the past and to set

the course for a successful future.
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Journal of Paralympic Research Group vol.22

[Research Note] Image of Deaflympic
Athletes: Analysis of Press Coverage

OGOURA Kazuo

This research note will analyze to what extent and with what content major
Japanese newspapers reported on Japanese athletes who participated in recent
Deaflympics, from the following perspectives; (1) the degree and condition of the
athletes’ hearing impairment, (2) the degree and manner in which the athletes
experience difficulties in their daily lives due to their hearing impairment, (3) the
difficulties athletes with hearing impairment experience when training and competing
with hearing people, (4) the ingenuity and skill with which the athletes overcome
difficulties they experience in sports due to their hearing impairment, (5) the amount
of public visibility of the athletes and the athletes” views on their visibility, (6) how
the athletes and members of the media communicate with each other, and (7)
changes in the athletes’ awareness that occurred as a result of their participation in

the Deaflympics.
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[Research Note] The Issue of Political
Neutrality in the Paris 2024 Olympic and
Paralympic Games (Part )

NOBORI Amiko

What has become clear from the issue of the participation of Russian, Belarusian,
Israeli, and Palestinian NOCs and NPCs in the Paris 2024 Olympic and Paralympic
Games, is the complex nature of the issue of political neutrality in the Olympic and
Paralympic Movements.

First, the IOC and IPC, which had tried until now to avoid political decisions as
much as possible, did not approve the participation of the Russian and Belarusian
NOCs and NPCs in the Paris 2024 Games. It is particularly interesting that the I0C
based its decision to suspend the Russian Olympic Committee (ROC) on the ROC’s
registration of regional sports organizations that are under the authority of the
Olympic Committee of Ukraine as members of the ROC. The IOC also emphasized
that its decision was supported by the international community, such as the G7, G20,
and the UN, and the IPC’s decision was reportedly related to the Russian Paralympic
Committee (RPC)’s active support for soldiers wounded in combat in Ukraine, which
was found to be in violation of the IPC Charter. The RPC, on the other hand, pointed
out that the IPC's condemnation of its active role in the rehabilitation of wounded
soldiers was inconsistent with the policy of the IPC, which was originally created as a
means of rehabilitation for World War II veterans.

Needless to say, in all competitions, including the Paris Games, both Olympic and
Paralympic, active and retired military personnel have participated in large numbers.
The exclusion of those who actively support the war and those involved in the
national security apparatus only for Russia and Belarus may mean that the IOC and
IPC have made a judgment as to what is the “just war” in this decision.

Second, is how to reconcile the prohibition of discrimination based on identity

factors and political beliefs, as articulated in the Fundamental Principles of Olympism
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and other documents, with the issue of non-recognition of NOCs and NPCs and their
exclusion from the Games, in line with international law and the opinion of the
international community. President Vladimir Putin has criticized the IOC’'s decisions
as “racist.” Furthermore, the Gaza crisis has complicated the issue. The increased
attention in the West to the discourse of “anti-Semitism” with racist aspects in
connection with the Israel-Gaza conflict, will make this balance more difficult.

Third, the recent increase in athlete activism has led to cases where individual
athletes have raised their voices not only on general social issues such as racism, but
also on issues of international conflicts and the IOC's and IPC’s responses to them. It
is possible that there will be demonstrations and protests during the Games, either in
line with the IOC/IPC rules or against them.

Fourth, it must be pointed out that wounded soldiers from the ongoing fighting
may in the future participate in the Paralympic Games as representatives from the
Russian, Ukrainian, Israeli, and Palestinian NPCs. In other words, the ongoing military
conflicts could have long-term implications not only for the Paris Games but also for
future Games.

It is expected that diverse views will continue to be expressed on the issue of
political neutrality surrounding the Paris 2024 Olympic and Paralympic Games. With
debates about the legitimacy of international conflicts being directly reflected in the
Olympic and Paralympic Movements, only the realization of international peace will

be able to end the conflicting debates about political neutrality.
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