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Abstract

Research on coaching athletes with intellectual disability (ID) remains limited. This gap constrains coaches’ knowledge and
capacity to adapt their practices to meet the support needs of athletes with ID. As a result, sport is often organised
around normative expectations of physical and cognitive ability, which may contribute to athlete’s experience of exclu-
sion. The aim of this study was to explore how coaches understand their role in relation to athletes with ID, describe
their relational work, and create adaptations that support athletes with ID participating in sport through sense of belong-
ing and inclusion, as well as sport skill development.

Fifteen coaches (aged 45-68 years) working with athletes with ID participated in semi-structured digital interviews.
Data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis informed by the social relational model of disability and the relational
competence model. The analysis resulted in three themes: Change of norms, Supporting trust, and Development of sport skills.
Establishing trusting relationships enabled coaches to better understand athletes’ individual needs and to develop com-
munication strategies that supported both social and sport skill development. Understanding athletes’ goals and needs
further guided coaches towards more inclusive practices at multiple levels, including tailoring adaptations to make
abstract concepts more understandable and adopting autonomy-supportive coaching approaches.

Taken together, this study illuminates that inclusion for athletes with ID depends on how their voice, influence, and
resources are enabled within sport contexts, which impacts sport equity and athlete skill development. This knowledge
can contribute to enhanced competence among coaches, sport clubs, and sport federations.
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The ID diagnosis is characterised by limitations in intel-
lectual functioning (IQ<70) and deficits in at least two
domains of adaptive functioning (conceptual, practical,
and social).” These limitations increase the need of social
support in both physical activity, participation in organised
sports and daily living in general. In Sweden individuals
with ID have the right to attend adapted schools and receive
support and services in accordance with the Act concerning
Support and Service for Persons with Certain Functional
Impairments (LSS). Both schools and social services are
expected to provide opportunities for physical activity;
however, support for leisure-time activity remains limited.
A recent study showed that, for adolescents with ID,
adapted schools provide structured support for physical
activity comparable to that offered in mainstream schools;
however, their leisure-time physical activity levels were sig-
nificantly lower than those of their peers.'® Similarly, the
Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare reported
low levels of leisure-time physical activity among indivi-
duals living in supported accommodation, highlighting per-
sonal support as a key facilitating factor.'' This disparity
suggests that exclusion from organised sport persists due
to structural barriers, resulting in an unequal distribution
of the health and social benefits of sport. Consequently,
inclusion in sport may be understood as an issue of equity
and social justice, rather than individual choice.

Many individuals with ID also experience reduced
executive functioning, including working memory, inhib-
ition, and self-regulation.'>'? These limitations may also
hinder sport participation, and the acquisition and perform-
ance of sport-related skills, such as decision making, time
perception, cooperation, and learning from experience.'*'*
Consequently, athletes with ID often benefit from structured
support, adapted instruction, and repeated practice oppor-
tunities to participate meaningfully in sport.

Enabling positive and adapted sport experiences for
people with ID requires strong social and organisational
support. Key actors include families, support staff, and
coaches who possess the relational and pedagogical compe-
tence to adapt training, communicate clearly, and support
skill development. Sport clubs also play a central role by
fostering inclusive environments that prioritise participation
and development over normative performance expecta-
tions.®'>'7 However, many sport clubs lack sufficient
knowledge to create inclusive sport environments, often
reflected in stereotypical attitudes and low expectations
towards athletes with ID.'®!'” In addition, coaches report
structural barriers such as inaccessible facilities and limited
resources and organisational support.'® 2% Together, these
conditions may restrict sport opportunities for athletes
with ID and contribute to feelings of not “fitting in” within
sport club contexts.?!*?

Research and education focusing specifically on coaching
athletes with ID remains limited.'* This is notable given that
inclusive and responsive coaching involves professional,

interpersonal, and intrapersonal knowledge,”*** and that

coaches play a key role in enabling inclusion, well-being,
and sport development among athletes.> The current study
was the second part of a research project where where the
first part explored the views of athletes. The results of the first
part showed that athletes with ID emphasised the importance
of being recognised and treated as athletes, and of receiving
individualised support that strengthens both sport skill devel-
opment and social belonging.?® Nevertheless, coaches often
rely on informal “learning by doing” and express a need
for disability-specific education and mentorship.'”*"*® As
a result, coaching practices may continue to reflect normative
assumptions of ability, with consequences for participation
and inclusion.*'

Taken together, previous research demonstrates barriers
at the coach and organisational levels but offers limited
insight into the everyday coaching practices that actually
enable participation among athletes with ID. There is a
need to better understand how coaches (a) interpret and
negotiate their role in relation to athletes with ID, (b) engage
in relational work to create supportive coach—athlete rela-
tionships, and (c) implement concrete adaptations that pro-
mote meaningful participation, belonging, and sport skill
development.

Theoretical framework

How coaches understand (dis)ability and translate this
understanding into coaching practice is shaped, consciously
and unconsciously, by societal models of disability.*
Different models offer distinct explanations of what disabil-
ity is, its causes, and how society should respond.*

Historically, the medical model has been the dominant
framework.?' It conceptualises disability as an individual
limitation or deficit, a deviation from the norm that should
be treated or corrected. However, it has been criticised for
downplaying social and structural barriers such as discrimin-
ation, inaccessible environments, and negative attitudes.**
In contrast, the social relational model of disability®* con-
ceptualises disability as arising in the interaction between
the individual and their environment. While impairments
may involve physical, cognitive, or psychological limita-
tions, they become disabling only when environments, struc-
tures, and attitudes are not adapted. This shifts analytical
attention from individual deficits to contextual conditions
that enable or constrain participation.

Relational pedagogical theory emphasises relationships
as fundamental to learning and development.®* Applied to
sport, this illuminates the coach—athlete relationship as cen-
tral to learning and well-being and underscores the need for
flexibility rather than fixed coaching templates across indivi-
duals and contexts.>*> Building on this tradition, Aspelin®®
developed the relational competence model, drawing on
Scheff’s theory of social bonds.>”*® Relational competence
refers to the ability to communicate with others and establish
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stable social bonds® and includes three sub-competences:
communicative competence, differentiation competence,
and socio-emotional competence.’”*®

The analysis in the present study was informed by the
social relational model of disability® and the relational
competence model’” to examine how coaches working
with athletes with ID understand and enact relational com-
petence in organised sport. These perspectives situate the
athlete within a social context and direct attention to how
coaches build relationships and adapt both the physical
and social environment to enable participation and develop-
ment. They also emphasise reflective practice, encouraging
coaches to critically examine their assumptions and adjust
their approaches to diverse needs. Accordingly, the aim of
this study was to explore how coaches understand their
role in relation to athletes with ID, describe their relational
work, and create adaptations that support athletes’ partici-
pation in sport through experiences of belonging and inclu-
sion, as well as the development of sport skills.

Method

Study overview

Data were collected in 2024 through semi-structured digital
interviews (one interview per participant) and analysed
using reflexive thematic analysis.**!

The recruitment of participants/coaches was carried out
through the social media channels of the Swedish
Parasport Federations (Facebook and Instagram). In
Sweden, the Parasport Federation organises sports for per-
sons with ID at both elite and recreational levels and is
responsible for the administration of Special Olympics
Sweden. Coaches who expressed interest in participating
were contacted via email, which included further informa-
tion about the study and a consent form. Once the signed
consent form had been received, an online interview was
scheduled.

Fifteen coaches (aged 45-68 years old with ID coaching
experience of 3—40 years) agreed to participate and met the

Table I. Participant demographics and background
characteristics (N = I5).

Characteristics N
Women 9
Men 6
Parents of child/adult child with ID 8
Experience coaching athletes without disabilities 15
Coaching setting / group composition
Exclusively athletes with ID 10
in segregated clubs (only athletes with disabilities) 3
in integrated clubs (also includes groups without 7

disabilities)
Athletes with ID and/or neuropsychiatric disorders |
Athletes with intellectual, visual, and/or physical impairments |

following inclusion criteria: aged 15-70 years, and had
been coaches for athletes with ID at least once a week for
one year. Further descriptives of participants are shown in
Table 1. The participants coached a broad range of individ-
ual and team sports, including alpine skiing, athletics, bas-
ketball, cross-country skiing, floorball, bowling, handball,
judo, and swimming.

Data collection

Semi-structured interviews were conducted online by two
researchers (JO and MLO). One researcher led the inter-
view, while the other observed, took field notes, and asked
follow-up questions when needed. All interviews were con-
ducted in Swedish and had an average duration of 67 min.

This dual-researcher approach supported reflexivity,
ensured depth in data collection, and enhanced the credibil-
ity of the interview process. The interview guide (see
Supplementary Material 1) comprised five thematic areas:
(1) participant background, (2) the coach’s role, sports
club, and training group, (3) leadership and coaching prac-
tices, (4) training design and adaptations, and (5) perspec-
tives on support needs in coaching athletes with ID. All
interviews were audio-recorded using an Olympus voice
recorder (DM-720). In parallel, audio files were automatic-
ally transcribed wusing Microsoft Teams (version
24215.1007.3082.1590). The automated transcripts were
subsequently checked against the original recordings and
carefully revised to ensure accuracy and completeness prior
to analysis. This verification process enhanced data reliabil-
ity and ensured that participants’ meanings were faithfully
represented in the final dataset.

Data analysis and reflexibility

Data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis,
focusing on coaches’ experiences in relation to the study
aim. This approach was chosen for its capacity to identify
patterns of meaning across participants’ experiences and
for its flexibility in exploring the relational and experiential
dimensions of coaching. The analysis was guided by a rela-
tivist ontology and a social constructionist epistemology,
assuming that reality is understood through multiple,
context-dependent interpretations and that meaning and
knowledge are produced through social interaction and
communication.

Data coding was conducted inductively, following
Braun and Clarke’s six-phase process for reflexive thematic
analysis.**** The authors familiarised themselves with the
data through repeated readings of the interview transcripts,
supported by reflexive journaling and analytic memo writ-
ing. Codes and themes were iteratively developed and
refined through collaborative discussions. Researcher sub-
jectivity was acknowledged as an analytic resource, and
the authors’ combined professional and research experience
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Table 2. Themes and sub-themes from the analysis of the results.

Theme

Sub-theme

Examples

Change of norms

Supporting trust

Development of
sports skills

Coaches — not support
assistants

Sport inclusion in clubs and
federations

Athletes with ID as role
models

Getting to know each other

The importance of a plan
Setting core values

Clear communication

The environment

Setting and achieving goals

Strategies for optimising
exercise

Enabling independent
training

Coaches should be responsible for athletic aspects, rather than also taking on
the role of support assistants.

The coaches also work within the club/federation to increase inclusion,
understanding, and visibility of athletes with ID.

Assisting athletes with ID to be visible as role models for others, promoting
sports and an active lifestyle.

Creating and building the coach-athlete relationship to establish trust and
increase understanding of the the athletes feelings and perceptions of
stress, nervousness, security, and satisfaction.

Having a good plan for training and adaptability in the face of unexpected
events fosters trust and safety for the athletes.

Agreeing together on the social climate, how to talk, act, and care for each
other, and subsequently working to follow the rules.

Communicating to enhance understanding before, during, and after the
exercise, which is clear and predictable. Understanding reduces stress and
anxiety.

Preparing athletes carefully for new environments, especially when numerous
distractions are expected, to help them maintain their focus and minimise
stress.

Some coaches had not considered that their athletes might have goals. Others
worked strategically to support goal setting by breaking down abstract goals
into smaller, understandable, and achievable steps.

It is essential that all athletes feel seen and that their training is based on
enjoyment. Coaches shared many different strategies, for example, on how
to deal with heterogenous groups and how to specialise to develop the
athletes’ strengths.

Supporting the athlete’s autonomy in the sport context, regarding making
decisions, managing situations by themselves, and possibly exercising
outside of the organised training.

in sport, disability, and inclusion supported nuanced inter-
pretation of the data within the Swedish (para)sport context.

Ethical statement

This study was approved by the Swedish Ethical Review
Authority (Dnr 2023-08126-01) and conducted in accord-
ance with the Swedish Research Council’s* guidelines
for good research practice. All participants received written
and oral information about the study’s aims, procedures,
and ethical considerations and provided informed consent
prior to participation. All participants were informed of
their right to withdraw from the study at any time without
consequences. To protect participants’ integrity and confi-
dentiality, all data were de-identified, and pseudonyms
were used in transcripts and publications.

Results

The reflexive thematic analysis, drawing on relational prac-
tices, yielded three themes that describe how coaches
understand and describe their roles and actions: Change
of norms, Supporting trust, and Development of sport skills,
which were further broken down into sub-themes (Table 2).

The results are presented below, accompanied by quotes
that illustrate the themes and sub-themes. The quotes are
marked with a number and the sex of the participants to
indicate that they represent a diverse range of respondents.

Change of norms

The theme Change of norms emerged as an important area for
the respondents, with the sub-themes Coaches — not support
staff, Sport inclusion in clubs and federations, and Athletes
with ID as role models. In this theme, the sub-themes focus
on areas beyond sports training that are essential for equality
in sports, ensuring equal conditions for athletes with disabil-
ities compared to athletes without disabilities.

The sub-theme Coaches — not support staff emphasised
the importance of focusing on the athletic aspects when
coaching, rather than taking on a support assistant role.
Respondents emphasise that it is easy to end up assisting
with everything, but that as coaches, the primary goal is
concentrating on the athletic side and how individuals can
be supported to develop in the best possible way while help-
ing the support assistants support the athletes.

“We are coaches, not support staff, so we’re supposed to focus
on the sport-specific stuff - that’s what we do. Of course, if
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there’s a snowstorm or thunder, hail and snow drifts, we can
obviously drop them at the station or something if they don’t
have their own transport.” (Participant 2, male)

The sub-theme Sport inclusion in clubs and federations
demonstrated how coaches work towards increased inclu-
sion and understanding of athletes with ID in their own
clubs, and more generally, within their specific sport. This
could involve, for example, including a separate class for
athletes with ID at their local competition and raising
awareness within clubs about the needs of athletes with
ID regarding understanding and resources, such as suffi-
cient training time, adequate physical space (e.g., swim-
ming lanes), and an appropriate number of coaches to
perform a proper training.

“It’s often a problem that the para classes get forgotten during the
planning. ... But if the class is there, and if he’s [the athlete with
ID] there, he competes with the others (without disabilities). But
he still gets a medal in the para class.” (Participant 4, male)

Several coaches noted that their athletes with ID were
initially not included on the same basis as other club mem-
bers, but that increased visibility through competitions and
media attention led to greater equity, including improved
access to training space and time.

Further, coaches raised the issue that, in most cases,
sports clubs only offer training one day a week for athletes
with ID, emphasising that this reflects a common mindset
within the sports community. In contrast, within training
groups of non-disabled athletes, time and resource con-
straints are rarely framed as obstacles, as organisational
practices routinely prioritise their participation. This high-
lights how normative sport structures tend to accommodate
non-disabled athletes, while adaptations for athletes with ID
are more frequently negotiated or questioned.

Respondents also note that many coaching colleagues
working with non-disabled athletes lack this understanding,
and emphasise that its development requires appropriate
education and training.

“What’s needed is for coaches to gain more insight. I mean, I
know this, and [fellow coach] knows about intellectual disabil-
ities. But for others, if someone wants to become a coach for
[parasport] or work with para-athletes, they should get training
for that and develop an understanding for what’s involved. We
get it, but many regular coaches don’t — still.” (Participant 9,
female)

The sub-theme Athletes with ID as role models empha-
sises the importance of making athletes with ID visible in
sports, at both the recreational and elite levels. By illumin-
ating their participation and achievements, this theme aims
to challenge prevailing stereotypes and promote a broader
societal understanding that athletes with ID have not only

the legal right to participate in sports, but also the capability
to excel in sports. Coaches highlight a shift in norms, where
increasing media visibility and broader public awareness
have contributed to a change in perceptions of what athletes
with ID can achieve generally, not only in sports.

“It’s just important to highlight this group, to create role mod-
els—not just for other athletes but also to show the federation
and others that this is for real. It’s not just some kind of play-
time.” (Participant 8, female)

Supporting trust

The theme Supporting trust emerged as an important area
for the respondents with sub-themes Getting fo know each
other, The importance of a plan, Setting core values,
Clear communication, and The environment.

The sub-theme Getting to know each other aligns with
the social-relational model of disability, which emphasises
the importance of coaches building a trusting and sustain-
able relationship with their athletes to gain a deeper under-
standing of their feelings and perceptions. Many coaches
emphasised that the most crucial task is to build a strong
relationship with their athletes, which creates a sense of
security. When this sense of security is present, athletes
are more likely to ask questions if they do not understand.

“It’s partly about this sense of security. When I’'m there, if he
doesn’t understand or can’t keep up, he can always turn to
me and say, ‘Help explain to me, I didn’t understand’.

It’s much easier to do that with someone you feel very secure
with than with a leader you don’t know well. But now, things
have come so far that he feels very secure with the coaches he
has, and it’s no problem for him to say, ‘No, I didn’t under-
stand’.” (Participant 6, male)

The sub-theme The importance of a plan emphasised the
value of having a plan for the specific training, including
who will do what, and an agreement to arrive there on
time and be focused and engaged. If these things are not
in place, the training session can become stressful for every-
one, both athletes and coaches, which may lead to a lack of
trust and safety. According to the interviewees, it should
also be possible to be flexible and adapt the original plan
to meet the athletes’ needs.

“You have to be a bit more humble with this group as well, and
be more flexible. You can’t just go ahead and think, ‘I’'m going
to do it this way’. You have to listen. Sometimes, it might not
work to do things one way, and then you have to adjust so it
feels like you’re meeting their needs.” (Participant 12, female)

The sub-theme Setting core values showed how coaches,
especially in team sports and specific parasport training
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groups, have created their own common rules together with
athletes, which this study interprets as setting core values.
These core values deal with the social climate, including
how to talk, act, and care for each other. Building a shared
core values framework fosters relationships and trust within
the group of athletes, as well as with the coach/coaches.

“Yes, but we talk a lot about how to treat others. They have cre-
ated a kind of map about how to be a good friend and what our
club stands for. We have worked a lot on that.” (Participant 1,
female)

The sub-theme Clear communication illustrates how
coaches prioritise communication strategies that help ath-
letes understand what will happen in the training session,
as insufficient or last-minute information may lead to con-
fusion, stress, and anxiety. Coaches emphasised that clear
communication is particularly important for athletes with
ID. Clarity was achieved through strategies applied before,
during, and after activities, including providing information
in accessible formats and in advance, maintaining a predict-
able training structure, using adaptable communication
tools such as visual (whiteboard, image support, coloured
cones, visualtimer) and auditory aids (music or silence),
demonstrations with their own body of how to do things,
and in some cases sign language. A common approach
was to limit the amount of information by focusing on
one element at a time and gradually building complexity.

“Clarity is incredibly important. As soon as things become a bit
unclear, he gets anxious and nervous, and then things go
wrong, and it’s hard to focus on the training at all. Yes, often
it’s helpful to have a little preview of the whole plan, even if
I’'m not the one leading the training. The athlete feels much bet-
ter hearing it in advance. Surprises are fun, but they can also be
very stressful.” (Participant 6, male)

One of the coaches mentioned that duct tape was her
most effective coaching tool, which she used to mark
body parts (e.g., lifting a knee) to be involved in certain
exercises or elements of the physical environment (such
as the floor or a goal). This approach was intended to
enhance her coaching by providing visual and tangible
cues, making instructions easier for the athletes to under-
stand compared to abstract verbal directions, such as
“tape hand” instead of “right hand” or “aim to shoot at
the tape” instead of “aim for the top corner”.

The sub-theme The environment addressed the ways in
which the training environment affects athletes with ID.
An environment with a lot of people, various things going
on, and a high level of noise impedes communication and
disturbs athletes’ focus during training by causing distrac-
tion, which also leads to stress. Clear communication is
also sometimes necessary to prepare athletes for changes

in the environment, such as a new arena for a match or a
training camp.

“We had never been there [competition venue] before - and we
just had to throw in the towel [leave the place]. That’s some-
thing we are working hard on now. We check the accommoda-
tion, collect together some pictures, and try to prepare them as
much as possible.” (Participant 6, male).

Development of sport skills

The last theme, development of sport skills emerged as an
important area for the respondents regarding coaching ath-
letes with ID, regardless of the athletes’ goals, whether aim-
ing for a pleasant social and physical activity once a week or
aspiring to achieve a specific level of performance. This
theme was composed of the sub-themes Setting and achiev-
ing goals, Strategies for optimising exercise, and Enabling
independent training.

The sub-theme Setting and achieving goals reflects how
coaches understand and work with goals together with their
athletes, including goal setting and training towards these
goals. About half of the interviewees discussed individual
goals with their athletes, while others focused on establish-
ing shared team goals.

Several coaches emphasised the importance of having
clear and supportive communication with their athletes to
address strengths and areas for improvement. These conver-
sations were seen as essential for developing athletes’ skills
and, most importantly, for ensuring that they are taken ser-
iously in their sport.

“You can see how much work they put in, you can see it in their
effort to be better, you know, to develop. That’s what really
matters.” (Participant 8, female)

A few coaches were also surprised to realise that they
had overlooked talking about goals with their athletes
with ID, which they normally would have done with ath-
letes without ID.

Several coaches explained the challenge of supporting
the athletes to understand the level of training required for
athletic improvement and development towards their goals.
Because this is an abstract process that takes time, it can be
challenging to convey to athletes with ID, particularly help-
ing them to understand the link between training, skill
improvement, and goal attainment.

“We’ve probably not worked very effectively on this compared
to non-disability sports, which are quite clear in their approach.
There, it’s all about, ‘What are your goals? Let’s make a train-
ing programme’... For someone with an intellectual disability,
it can be quite difficult to grasp the concept of, “You need to
train these many times a week, for this many hours, to be
this good’.
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Why should I be that good? What will I do then? And what
happens after that?” (Participant 11, male)

However, through the focused work of the coaches, the
abstract process of training to reach one’s goals can be
made clearer and more understandable.

“To win a medal at a championship. It’s not something every-
one can do; it requires hard work to get there, and I think that
was very difficult for X in the beginning. We’ve talked a lot
about that, and I’ve drawn it out on a piece of paper, showing
how [the process works] and outlining different sub-goals, try-
ing to explain.” (Participant 6, male)

The sub-theme Strategies for optimising exercise high-
lights that athletes with ID often need more time to learn
and that training groups including these athletes are typic-
ally more heterogeneous in terms of age and skill level
than non-disability groups. Sessions progress step by step,
beginning with simple activities and gradually adding
load, technique, or tactics. This method draws on coaches’
experience, since, for example, a rising heart rate can trigger
fear or stress. Training also often includes repeated exer-
cises to create security and stability for the athletes.

“And that’s important—the training sessions almost always
look exactly the same... And that’s actually really important
for creating a sense of security.

If we come in and introduce a bunch of new exercises, it can be
difficult for some, creating frustration and anxiety, which can
turn into something negative and unenjoyable. So, we keep
things quite similar almost every time.” (Participant 10, male)

Coaches who work with groups/teams of athletes with
ID experience that it is also challenging to adapt the training
when the group is heterogeneous. Many of the coaches
adapt the training using a stepwise method; another solution
is to offer the athletes different choices, such as the option to
try an easier or a more challenging exercise. Others have
more skilled athletes assist less skilled athletes (for
example, passing them the ball) and ensure that the more
skilled athletes receive challenges in another setting.

“Nowadays, I often divide them into two groups, so that those
who are a bit more skilled in this sport play on one side, while
the others are on the other side. They might do the same drill or
play a game, but it’s slightly modified on the side where they
are at a lower level.” (Participant 14, female).

If athletes with ID are to learn the same things as athletes
without disabilities, it will take a longer time to develop all
the skills needed to reach the same level. This reflects some-
what a normative understanding of learning. Some coaches
choose to focus on earlier specialisation to enhance

competence in a certain sport skill and believe that it may
also enhance motivation.

“In non-disability sports, this is referred to as specialisation—
focusing on developing one’s strengths and excelling in a spe-
cific area. This concept applies to any sport, but for this particu-
lar group, specialisation may come at an earlier stage.”
(Participant 15, female)

The last sub-theme, Enabling independent training, is
related to autonomy in the sports context. The coaches try
to incorporate various training elements which give the ath-
letes practice in making choices and decisions and man-
aging situations on their own. This approach was
emphasised as a key factor for success.

“[We] work continuously with them so that they feel secure
and confident. I usually say, ‘Today, we are going to try a com-
petition warm-up, and you know that I may not always be
there. So now, it’s up to you to decide — each of you can
choose two exercises’.

They then explain to the others what we are going to do. We
practise this regularly to ensure they feel comfortable leading
their own competition warm-up when we are in different
places.” (Participant 3, female)

At a later stage, the coaches encourage their athletes to
train independently, which involves learning how to per-
form exercises safely, for example by reducing the risk of
injury during strength training. These aspects are practised
during coach-led training sessions, where the coaches adapt
the necessary tools to the individual athlete.

One coach, who was also the athlete’s father, empha-
sised the sense of independence and freedom he and the ath-
lete experienced when the athlete was able to train
independently without needing individual coaching
support.

“Yes, it provides much more flexibility. He can also schedule
his training at a time that suits him, without being dependent
on my availability.” (Participant 6, male)

Discussion

The overall aim of this study was to explore how coaches
understand their role in relation to athletes with ID, describe
their relational work, and make concrete adaptations that
support athletes with ID in participating in sports. The ana-
lysis resulted in three themes: Change of norms, Supporting
trust, and Development of sport skills, each accompanied by
corresponding sub-themes (Table 2).

To challenge norms regarding sport inclusion and expec-
tations for athletes with ID was important for the coaches.
They engaged for their athletes not only by working with
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them as individuals but with the whole sports environment
in the club, the federation, and wider society, advocating for
changes in attitudes and inclusive competitions, and making
efforts to influence how society and support persons per-
ceive sports for persons with ID sports for persons with
ID. Earlier research has shown that many coaches within
non-disability sport perceive themselves as lacking the
appropriate knowledge to work with persons with ID.**
Consequently, coaches for athletes with ID become key
actors in challenging existing norms and sharing knowledge
with non-disability coaches to reduce misconceptions and
fear within the broader coaching community. The current
study showed how coaches promote their athletes with ID
to serve as powerful role models, demonstrating that they
are not only able to engage in sport but also do so with
high levels of skill, commitment, and performance, thereby
inspiring others and contributing to more inclusive norms
and acceptance of diversity within sport and society. The
coaches play a central role not only in supporting their ath-
letes but also sharing knowledge and expertise with others
within the sports club, which facilitates a smoother transi-
tion towards a more inclusive sporting environment in
which individuals with ID can participate in sport according
to their abilities.*

Coaches expressed a wish to focus on coaching rather
than acting as support assistants, yet they are often
expected, explicitly or implicitly, to take on responsibilities
beyond the sport itself when coaching athletes with ID,
expectations that rarely arise when coaching athletes with-
out disabilities. Because athletes with ID frequently rely
on a support network (e.g., parents, support staff, or resi-
dential staff) to enable participation, coaches must also
develop an understanding of and interact with this net-
work."* However, research suggests that overprotective
support persons may unintentionally restrict athletes’
opportunities for independence due to low expectations or
emotional overprotection.*®*” Therefore, when an athlete
is new to sport, it is essential for coaches to understand
both the athlete and their support network, and, when neces-
sary, to educate and support the support persons in order to
foster trust and confidence in the athlete’s potential.

The theme Supporting trust is consistent with the social—
relational model of disability, which places the athlete at the
centre and aims to create the most supportive environment
possible based on their individual abilities.>® This theme
also emphasised the importance of coaches’ interpersonal
knowledge®* and communicative competence.’® Their
interpersonal abilities enable them to adapt their behaviour
in interactions with their athletes, aiming to create optimal
conditions, while their ability to communicate ensures
mutual understanding between coach and athlete. In estab-
lishing this understanding, the current study demonstrated
the importance of various communication methods, as
well as the value of “checking in” with the athletes more
frequently and asking open-ended questions (requiring an

answer beyond a simple yes or no) to gain a deeper under-
standing of their emotions. This method has also been
recommended by other studies as verbal and body language
may be misunderstood in persons with ID.'*4748
Developing a mutual understanding by learning to know
each other is essential for building a relationship that
enables insight into the athlete’s need for support and adap-
tations. Here, communication with support persons can also
be insightful when building the coach-athlete relation-
ship'¥; for example, understanding athletesemotional
response(s) after training or methods of communicating
with athletes that may be used in other contexts.
Grounding coaching practice in relational pedagogy fosters
trustful coach—athlete relationships, creating a sense of
security that promotes belonging and inclusion within
sport.*’

The current study provided examples of concrete adapta-
tions that can make abstract concepts more understandable,
including easy-to-read text, visual supports (both images
and videos), body language, and disseminating information
well in advance. Building a sense of security when visiting
new locations, such as by showing pictures and explaining
what the place would look like, helped the athletes to feel
more confident and prepared. This creates an environment
in which the athletes feel secure and have trust in their coa-
ches. It also supports a social climate where athletes feel
comfortable asking questions when they do not understand
what is expected of them or what will happen next, thereby
preventing misunderstandings, stress and feelings of exclu-
sion. Using a clear structure for training sessions gives pre-
dictability and will be beneficial for all athletes, regardless
of whether they have an ID, other diagnosis, or no diagno-
sis. Therefore, working towards an inclusive and accessible
environment should be encouraged, regardless of who is
being coached.

The final theme, Development of sport skills, illustrated
how the coaches worked to promote the athletes’ autonomy
and their ability to make their own choices and independent
decisions, enabling them to develop as athletes and build
confidence based on their individual conditions associated
with ID. This is emphasised in the relational competence
model, which highlights the need for coaches to possess
the sub-competence of differentiation (ability to regulate
closeness and distance). For example, by creating an under-
standable training plan, coaches can support the athletes in
making their own decisions and more independently choos-
ing when they can train without being dependent on
coach-led trainings. The sub-theme Setting and achieving
goals illustrates how coaches work with goal setting for
their athletes, adapting the process to make it understand-
able and achievable. These conversations were viewed as
essential for developing athletes’ skills and their recognition
within their sport, and were shaped by coaches’ responsive-
ness and sensitivity to the individual’s capacity to compre-
hend and make sense of communication, as well as to their
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expressed wishes and goals, thereby contributing to mean-
ingful participation and a strengthened sense of belonging.
Coaches break goals down into concrete steps and focus on
what athletes hope to gain from their sport participation.
Goal setting is inherently abstract — requiring imagining
the goal, planning how to achieve it, and perceiving time
— which can be particularly challenging for athletes with
ID.” Coaches play a crucial role in making this process
comprehensible, thereby supporting motivation, meaning-
ful participation, well-being, and a sense of belonging. To
initiate goal setting, coaches often suggest suitable goals
or sub-goals to provide concrete targets that guide develop-
ment and progression.”® Some coaches implement goal-
directed training, using adapted communication to enhance
understanding of both the goal and the process to reach it,
such as visual aids with colour coding to indicate training
load, with green for low and red for high intensity. Other
coaches were surprised to realise that they had overlooked
talking about goals with their athletes with ID, which they
normally would have done for athletes without disabilities,
revealing lower performance expectations consistent with
findings by Sakalidis et al..*’

Coaches also employed strategies to support athletes’
autonomy in sport, gradually developing decision making
and responsibility through small, incremental steps in
coach-led sessions, tailored to each athlete’s abilities and
level. The underlying belief is that all athletes with ID
have the ability to increase their autonomy, but the goals
are individual: some athletes may learn to make choices
within coach-led sessions, while others may progress to
training independently. Autonomy is recognised as a funda-
mental human right for people with ID and a key dimension
of health, well-being, and participation, as emphasised in
international frameworks such as the UN Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.”' Research indicates
that autonomy-supportive practices can enhance self-
determination and promote bio-psycho-social well-being.
However, further research is needed to clarify how auton-
omy is supported and experienced by individuals with ID
in everyday contexts, including sport. Previous studies
highlight that autonomy support is complex, relational,
and context-dependent, requiring adaptations tailored to
individual needs. In sport and coaching, autonomy is rela-
tionally produced through interactions, expectations, and
learning environments. Practices that support decision mak-
ing, skill development, and meaningful participation may
therefore play a crucial role in fostering both athletic growth
and a sense of belonging among athletes with ID. Campbell
and Stonebridge'® highlight the value of non-linear peda-
gogy for autonomy-supportive practice in sports. The coach’s
relational competence in all three areas — communicative, dif-
ferentiation, and socio-emotional — is needed to support
athletes’ participation and encourage problem-solving rather
than providing predetermined solutions, and thus, athletic
development is enhanced in a more sustainable way.>

Asking the athletes open-ended questions (requiring an
answer beyond a simple yes or no) can draw the focus to self-
reflection on “why” they are learning a certain thing rather
than simply “what”, which could support sustainability and
autonomy in sports.'* However, this requires the relational
understanding to pose questions which can be understood.
The current study identified notable gaps in the availabil-
ity of coach education and training for coaches working
with people with ID; consequently, ID competence in coa-
ches is often acquired primarily through experience and
learning by doing, a finding also reported by MacDonald
etal..?” Limited education and reliance on learning by doing
may result in coaching practices that are insufficiently
adapted to athletes with ID, reinforcing ableist assumptions
and contributing to experiences of exclusion and sport drop-
out.?! The present study could support the knowledge base
for development of coach education in this field. Adopting a
universal design approach by integrating disability-related
content into all coach education programmes could foster
broader understanding across the sport community and pro-
mote inclusion at the training, club, and federation levels.>*
Increased awareness throughout the sport context may
enhance athletes’ sense of inclusion from the outset.

Limitations

This study has several limitations. It focused solely on coa-
ches’ perspectives and did not include the experiences of
athletes or other stakeholders. The athlete’s perspectives
were addressed in an earlier phase of this research project
and has been reported in a previous publication.?
Participants were recruited exclusively through Parasport
Sweden’s social media channels. Consequently, the sample
may represent a self-selected group of engaged coaches,
which could have influenced the findings. As the study
was conducted within a Swedish context, the transferability
of the findings to other settings may be limited, particularly
with regard to the organisation of sport for athletes with
intellectual disabilities and their living conditions. Finally,
the researchers’ prior involvement in sport, disability, and
inclusion may have influenced both data collection and ana-
lysis. However, reflexive discussions were conducted
throughout the research process. The research team had
diverse backgrounds, spanning both research and practice
in sport, special education, and healthcare, which enriched
these discussions by incorporating multiple perspectives.

Conclusion

The results of the study identified three themes: Change of
norms, Supporting trust, and Development of sport skills.
Establishing a trusting relationship with athletes enabled
coaches to better understand their individual needs and to
develop communication strategies that supported both
social and sport skill development. Such relationships also
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encouraged athletes to ask questions when aspects of train-
ing were unclear. Understanding athletes’ goals and needs
guided coaches towards more inclusive practices at multiple
levels, including tailoring adaptations to make abstract con-
cepts more understandable and adopting an autonomy-
supportive coaching approach.

Coach education and knowledge related to coaching ath-
letes with ID remain limited. This study can contribute to
enhanced knowledge and competence among coaches,
sport clubs, and sport federations by illuminating that inclu-
sion for athletes with ID depends on how their voice, influ-
ence, and resources are enabled within sport contexts,
which impacts sport equity and athlete skill development.
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