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ABSTRACT

Background: In developing countries, participation and

success in elite para-sports are relatively low primarily

because of the numerous barriers para-athletes face. The

objective of this study, which focused on elite para-athletes

from Kenya, was to investigate their lived experiences and

how they overcome these barriers to participate and excel at

the international level.

Methodology: A qualitative research approach was

employed to collect data from the participants through

virtual interviews. Five participants (three females and two

males) were selected using a purposive sampling strategy

and interviewed using semi-structured questions. The data

obtained were analyzed using Interpretive

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA).

Findings: Based on the gathered data, four primary themes

emerged: local para-sports events, a supportive environment,

media, and international aid. These factors play a crucial

role in enabling para-athletes to excel in their respective

sports and achieve international recognition.

Conclusion: The lived experiences of para-athletes shed

light on strategies for approaching and overcoming barriers

to para-sports participation, ultimately leading them to

compete at the highest levels of para-sport events. This

study provides valuable insights for para-sport practice,

policy, and research and can guide the development of

intervention programs for para-athletes in developing

countries.

INTRODUCTION

The origins of the Modern Paralympic Games can be traced

back to the rehabilitation efforts for spinal cord injuries of

service members during World War II in the mid-1940s

(Brittain, 2019; Patatas et al., 2018). Over the past six

decades, the Paralympic Games have evolved to encompass

22 para-sports in summer and six in winter editions

(International Paralympic Committee (IPC), n.d.).

Participation in these games has experienced steady global

growth. Today, the Paralympic Games are widely regarded

as the most significant global multi-sport event for athletes

with disabilities and are governed by the International

Paralympic Committee (Purdue and Howe, 2015; Hums et

al., 2023; Legg et al., 2015). The increasing number of

countries and athletes participating in the Paralympic Games

is evidence of growing interest in and engagement in

Paralympic sports worldwide (Brittain, 2019; Legg and

Dottori, 2017).

Previous research suggests, however, that disparities in

participation and achievement persist in the Paralympic

Games. Oggero et al. (2021), in their comparison of trends

in Paralympians’ participation and achievements in the

Summer Paralympic Games by income level and gender,

affirm that over the last 15 Summer Paralympic Games

(from 1960 to 2016), high-income and upper middle-income

countries have significantly higher rates of achievement than

low-income countries. Furthermore, the all-time Paralympic

Summer Games medal standings are dominated by high-

income countries such as the United States of America,

Great Britain, China, and Canada (IPC, n.d.). Studies

focusing on similar international competitions suggest that

developing countries often send smaller teams compared to

developed countries and are less represented in global medal

tables (Swartz et al., 2016; Forber-Pratt et al., 2013). Inlow-

income countries, medal achievements are primarily
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dominated by just four countries: Nigeria, Kenya,

Mozambique, and Myanmar (Oggero et al., 2021).

Several studies attribute the low participation and

performance of developing countries in the Paralympic

Games to various factors. According to Brittain (2019),

Buts et al. (2013), and Crawford & Stodolska (2008),

athletes from developing countries face numerous

challenges in terms of participation and achieving success

in para-games. Crawford and Stodolska (2008), while

exploring the constraints experienced by elite Kenyan para-

athletes, classified these constraints into three categories:

basic, intermediate, and fundamental, as shown in Figure 1.

This classification is based on the extent to which

constraints are deeply ingrained in societal structures and

athletes’ ability to navigate them at an individual level.

Crawford and Stodolska (2008) state that the basic

constraints are immediate barriers that affect individuals at

a personal level and can be negotiated individually by

athletes. The intermediate constraints are impediments

ingrained in the societal structure but may be more

manageable to address at a collective level. On the other

hand, fundamental constraints refer to barriers deeply

embedded within the societal structure, making it

challenging for individuals to overcome them at a personal

or collective level.
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Other studies on para-sports barriers to participation in

developing countries have highlighted issues related to

resources, technical personnel, and transportation. Legg et

al. (2022) and Wickenden et al. (2020) identified coaching

as a major challenge faced by para-athletes in the global

south. These include inconsistent coaching and

inadequately qualified coaches, both of which significantly

affect the involvement and success of para-athletes.

Townsend et al. (2021) asserted that proper coaching is a

crucial factor in enhancing the skills of para-athletes,

enabling them to compete more efficiently at both the

national and international levels. Novak (2017) and Thangu

(2015) acknowledge that sub-Saharan African countries

face challenges related to limited resources in para-sports,

significantly affecting para-athlete participation and

performance. One of the main issues is the scarcity of

specialized equipment for para-sports, making it difficult

for athletes to access appropriate and efficient equipment .

McNamee et al. (2021) argue that even when such

equipment is available, it often comes with exorbitant costs

for para-athletes.

For instance, a high-quality basketball wheelchair can cost

up to $5,000, and a racing wheelchair designed for speed

and agility costs just over $6,000 (RGK, n.d). The chairs

are manufactured abroad and incur additional import

charges. These high costs make it nearly impossible for

many para-athletes in developing countries who already

grapple with socioeconomic hardships. In most cases, some

athletes resort to using non-standard equipment, which not

only poses injury risks but also hampers their performance

at international levels where state-of-the-art equipment is

common.

According to Patatas et al. (2018), para-sports in developing

economies receive less attention and support from their

governments compared to able-bodied sports.

Consequently, there is lack of sufficient investment in para-

sports facilities and coach development programs. Khumalo

et al. (2013), in their investigation of participants trends in

wheelchair sports in Zimbabwe, assert that existing sports

facilities are often of substandard quality, overcrowded, and

built without considering the needs of individuals with

disabilities, making them less accessible. The lack of

investment in coach development programs hinders the

growth and expertise of coaches who play a pivotal role in

training and nurturing para-athletes (Hogg, 2018; Taylor,

2015). As a result, the quality of coaching in para-sports

remains compromised, affecting the overall performance

and potential of para-athletes.

Legg et al. (2022) also note instances of hurtful

discrimination and mistreatment among para-athletes by

non-disabled players and coaches. This discrimination

extends to denying para-athletes access to limited facilities

when there is a scheduling conflict. Brittain (2006) also

highlights corruption within disability sports federations

and organizations in Africa as having a detrimental impact

on para-athlete performance. Limited resources allocated to

the development of para-sports in most African countries

are siphoned off by the federation leaders, leaving little

support for athletes (Novak, 2017). These various barriers

and constraints pose significant hurdles to para-sports

participation in developing countries and consequently have

a negative effect on the participation and performance of

para-athletes at both national and international levels.

While these challenges are prevalent across many

developing countries, this study specifically focused on

Kenya. Kenya was chosen as the site for this study for two

main reasons: First, Kenya provides a good representation

of several developing countries, with its Gross Domestic

Product (GDP) per capita ($2,099) placing it roughly in the

bottom third of all developing countries (The World

Factbook, 2022). Second, Kenya is among the dominant

countries in terms of medal success in the Paralympic

Games among low – and middle- income countries (Oggero

et al., 2021; Brittain, 2019).

Since its establishment in 1989, the Kenya National

Paralympic Committee (KNPC) has been a member of the

International Paralympic Committee. Kenya's initial

participation in the Paralympic Games dates back to the

1972 Summer Paralympic Games. However, the country

did not compete in the subsequent Games held in 1976 but

made a comeback in the 1980 Summer Games. Since then,

Kenya has consistently participated in all subsequent

editions of the Summer Paralympic Games (Buts et al.,

2013).

Throughout the records of the Paralympic Summer Games,

Kenya has achieved a total of 48 medals, consisting of 18

gold, 16 silver, and 14 bronze medals. This positions Kenya

at the 54th spot on the all-time Paralympic Games medal

table and fourth among African nations (IPC, n.d.). Kenyan

Paralympic athletes have excelled in various sports

disciplines, including swimming, powerlifting, and

athletics. Notably, most of these medals have been earned

by visually impaired athletes, particularly in long- and

middle-distance races (Kipkemboi et al., 2019).

Previous studies have highlighted the challenges that para-

athletes in developing countries face in sports participation

and achievement (Brittain, 2019; Patatas et al., 2018;

Novak, 2017; Crawford & Stodolska, 2008; Legg et al.,

(2022). However, there is a gap in research exploring the
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narratives of athletes from these countries who have defied

the odds to qualify for the Paralympic Games. Additionally,

little is known about the factors that enable these para-

athletes from developing nations to overcome numerous

barriers and qualify for the Games. Therefore, this study

aims to explore the experiences of elite Kenyan para-

athletes in overcoming barriers and constraints related to

their participation and performance in para-sports, and to

examine the factors that allowed them to transform these

barriers into opportunities.

METHODS

Philosophical Underpinnings

Existing empirical research acknowledges that elite para-

sports participation and performance are influenced by

individual experiences and lived realities (Allan et al., 2018;

Conchar et al., 2016; Evans et al., 2018; Santos et al.,

2018). This study aimed to gain insights from such

experiences by interviewing participants within a specific

social and cultural context, particularly in a low-middle

income country. To achieve this, a qualitative

phenomenological design approach was employed to

explore and interpret participants' responses, guided by the

interpretivism paradigm, which encompasses ontological

and epistemological constructionism. According to the

interpretivism paradigm, reality is multifaceted, socially

constructed, and subjective, with knowledge constructed

through interactions with others in social and cultural

contexts (Davies & Fisher, 2018; Smith et al., 2016 . These

principles align with the phenomenological approach,

which seeks to explore and understand the essence of

human experiences as they are lived and perceived by

individuals (Frechette et al., 2020). In this study, the term

‘elite athlete’ refers to para-athletes who have gained

international recognition through their participation in

events such as regional games, World Championships,

Commonwealth Games, and Paralympic Games.

The design also enabled understanding of the para-athletes

not as isolated individuals but as relational beings whose

experiences are shaped by their interactions with others,

including coaches, fellow athletes, family members, and

broader societal influences (Patatas et al., 2021; Smith et

al., 2016). This relational aspect is crucial for

understanding how para-athletes navigate their sporting

environments and negotiate their identities within these

contexts. Furthermore, the phenomenological approach

serves as an empowering data collection method within

marginalized communities, such as para-athletes (Niesz et

validating their perspectives, the study not only contributes

al., 2008). By giving voice to their experiences and to the

academic understanding of para-sport but also provides a

platform for para-athletes to share their stories and advocate

for change within the sports community.

Sampling and Procedures

Prior to participant recruitment, ethical approval was

obtained from the University of Worcester Ethics

Committee. Participants were provided with an information

sheet and given the opportunity to ask questions or raise

concerns before providing informed consent through a

signed form. Throughout the study, participants were

reminded of their right to withdraw without providing

reasons.

Participant recruitment followed a criterion-based purposive

sampling strategy (Smith et al., 2016). Elite para-athletes

from various sports disciplines were sought to ensure the

representation of both female and male athletes to capture

diverse experiences. Recruitment was conducted through

the researcher's existing network as a technical volunteer

for the Kenya National Paralympic Committee. Initially, the

researcher aimed to recruit a larger number of participants,

ideally up to 15 individuals. However, reaching participants

presented challenges due to the dispersed nature of the para-

athlete community in Kenya. Some potential participants

were difficult to reach because they lacked smartphones and

reliable internet access. Additionally, some may have been

hesitant to participate due to unfamiliarity with research

processes.

Possible participants were initially contacted through

WhatsApp messaging to explain the research purpose and

gauge their interest in participating. The researcher also

disclosed his dual relationship (positionality) to participants,

both as a researcher conducting the study and his affiliation

with the Kenya Paralympic Committee. Subsequently,

parties received a participant information sheet, consent

forms, and an interview guide via email. Five participants

(three females and two males) were recruited, all of whom

wanted their actual names to be used in the report as a

platform for their voices to be heard. Each participant had a

physical disability, was aged between 20 and 40, and had

represented Kenya at international para-games in sports

disciplines such as para-powerlifting, para-rowing,

wheelchair racing, wheelchair basketball, and wheelchair

tennis. Their involvement in sports ranged from 5 to 20

years, and all had classifications according to their

respective international sports federations. Table 1 provides

detailed demographic information on the participants.



Data Collection

Data were gathered virtually through individual semi-

structured interviews conducted over Zoom conference

software by the researcher, who was situated in the United

Kingdom (UK), while the participants were in Kenya. The

decision to employ online interviews was necessitated by

the impracticality of conducting face-to-face interviews

(Salmons, 2014), which provided a suitable platform for

capturing detailed accounts of participants' lived

experiences. The semi-structured interview guide was

developed in consultation with the project supervisor, who

refined and validated the interview topics. These topics

were informed by relevant literature and the research

objectives. Once the initial topics were identified, the

researcher drafted open-ended questions to explore each

topic further during the interviews.

During the interviews, the semi-structured format provided

a balance between guidance by the interviewer and freedom

for the participants to express themselves (Brown and

Danaher, 2019). The interviewer began with broad, open-

ended questions related to the predetermined topics but

allowed the participants to guide the conversation and delve

deeper into areas they considered important. Some of the

questions posed were: ‘What are the challenges and rewards

of being a para-athlete in Kenya?’ and "Despite the

obstacles you encounter, what factors have facilitated your

success in Para-sport competitions?” Additionally, the

interviewer employed prompts such as "Tell me more..." or

"Carry on, please..." to encourage a more comprehensive

discussion and to obtain in-depth information. The

interviews were recorded on video and had an average

duration of 30 minutes. Subsequently, verbatim

transcriptions of the interviews were generated to facilitate

ease of analysis (Halcomb & Davidson, 2006).

Data Analysis

The video-recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim

using Microsoft Word transcription software. Some

responses were given in Swahili and were initially

translated into English before transcription. To ensure the

accuracy of these translations, a back-translation method

was employed (Colina et al., 2017). This involved

translating the Swahili responses into English initially and

then translating the English version back into Swahili. The

back-translation process aimed to validate the accuracy and

consistency of the initial translation while maintaining the

meaning of the original content.

The back-translated Swahili responses were compared with

the original Swahili responses to identify any discrepancies

or changes in meaning. Any discrepancies found between

the original and back-translated versions were reviewed,

and adjustments were made to the initial translation as

needed to ensure accuracy. Behr (2017), in assessing the

use of back translation, affirms that this rigorous process

helps maintain the integrity of the translations and ensures
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that the participants' responses are accurately represented.

The data obtained from the transcriptions were analyzed

using the principles of Interpretive Phenomenological

Analysis (IPA) (Smith and Fieldsend, 2021). This analytical

approach explores how individuals make sense of their own

experiences. The primary focus of this study was to conduct

a phenomenological investigation to gain deeper insights

into the lived experiences of Kenyan para-athletes. The aim

was to understand the strategies they employed to overcome

barriers that hinder their participation in para-sports and

their ability to compete at the international level. The

following four steps were used in IPA: a) data

familiarization, b) initial code generation and searching for

relevant themes, c) review of various themes, and d)

naming and defining various themes.

The initial step involved reading and re-reading each

transcript to become familiar with its content, which was

essential for identifying significant phrases and quotes.

Similar phrases and quotes were documented along with

notes describing the experiences of the participants and data

interpretation. Next, the transcripts were analyzed to

identify common themes in the athletes' narratives, leading

to the creation of codes and themes. These themes were

then reviewed by comparing the different transcripts of the

respondents, establishing connections between the

preliminary themes, and refining them. In the final analysis

phase, the themes and subthemes were named and

organized into a thematic network encompassing all

relevant aspects.

To ensure credibility, a peer briefing approach was adopted,

engaging one experienced peer in qualitative analysis to

discuss emerging themes. As suggested by Devotta et al.

(2016), involving multiple reviewers is crucial to minimize

bias and improve data reliability. Moreover, member

checking was conducted by contacting the participants after

the analysis to verify the accuracy and relevance of the

identified themes. Participants were reached via email,

where they were provided with a summary of the emergent

themes and asked to confirm whether they resonated with

their experiences. The responses from participants

confirmed and agreed with the themes as a true reflection of

their lived experiences, thus providing further validation of

the analysis.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The results and discussion were combined to enable a

comprehensive understanding and analysis of the data

(Fetters et al., 2013). From the analysis of the interview

transcripts, four main themes emerged, effectively capturing

the real-life experiences of elite Kenyan para-athletes and

the strategies they utilized to overcome barriers impeding

their participation in para-sports and their ability to compete

at the international level. These themes were further divided

into major themes and sub-themes. Each significant

subtheme was substantiated by direct quotes from

interviews. The four major themes identified were (a) local

para-sports events, (b) supportive environment, (c) media,

and (d) international aid. The major themes and sub-themes

are presented in Table 2.
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Local Para-Sport Events

Four out of the five interviewed para-athletes recounted

local para-sports events as significant factors in their

development and success, with the majority having

participated in special school games and community local

tournaments.

Special School Games

School games are instrumental in identifying and nurturing

talent among Kenyan athletes (Mwangi et al., 2022).

Majority of the Kenyan elite para-athletes started competing

in special school games, where they developed their skills

and gained exposure to competitive sports. Asiya recounted

that special school games were a crucial stepping stone to

her success:

I was first introduced to wheelchair sports in primary

special school, where we used to have special school games

every term one and two. I used to compete in wheelchair

racing and sometimes wheelchair tennis…this was my very

first-time playing sports, it’s when I learned how to push my

wheelchair back and forward in the court, and how to play

with an opponent

Stella, a young Kenyan wheelchair basketball player,

credits her success to the opportunities provided by school

games, noting that these games provided her with the

platform to develop her love for wheelchair basketball and

her determination to succeed:

in secondary school, we participated in inter-house

competitions, we played various sports such as sitting

volleyball, wheelchair table tennis and

basketball…personally I played wheelchair basketball, our

games teacher could instruct all the students using

wheelchairs to go and play basketball…I played the game

since form one to form four and developed my love for the

game.

Mwangi (2013) asserted that young special school students

in Kenya face several challenges, including limited

resources and the need for recognition. However, special

school games have emerged as a key stepping stone to the

success of many elite para-athletes. Houlihan and Chapman

(2017) suggested that one key benefit of school games is

the opportunity for young athletes to be exposed to various

sports activities. This exposure is often critical in helping

athletes identify their strengths and weaknesses and focus

their training efforts accordingly. Through the guidance and

support of coaches, the young athletes can then identify the

most suitable sport discipline in which to specialize.

Grassroots and Local Tournaments

Upon finishing secondary school, the majority of Kenyan

para-athletes were not involved in any form of sporting

activities due to the lack of a proper channel that could

ensure their transition and incorporation into community

clubs. It was not until they participated in local events, such

as the annual Standard Chartered inclusive marathon, that

they were spotted and scouted by national coaches. Robert

said:

I stayed home for one year after finishing high school, and

then I saw on Facebook that Standard Chartered Bank was

looking for people with disability to register for a

wheelchair marathon…., that is when I registered and won

a gold medal and was scouted by my coach to join the

national team.

The Standard Chartered marathon, which integrates the

wheelchair category, is Kenya's locally sponsored inclusive

sport event. Purdue and Howe (2015) posit that tournaments

are essential for the development of elite para-athletes.

They outline the critical roles through which adequate and

consistent local tournaments are helpful in para-sport

development, including providing a platform for athletes to

showcase their talents and network with potential coaches

for scouting to join national teams.

Similarly, Shaban, a wheelchair tennis seed 1 for team

Kenya, and Hellen, a Commonwealth bronze medalist,

emphasized the significance of grassroots and national

tournaments in their success. Shaban stated:

Our Federation frequently organizes tournaments and

friendly matches at Nairobi Sports Club. Most of the time,

we compete against each other for small prize awards, and

sometimes we play against players from other counties,

such as Mombasa. These local tournaments helped me to

play against experienced and talented players from across

the country.

Hellen stated:

I used to attend weekend matches at Nyayo Stadium, where

I could compete and better my skills. Through these

weekend matches, I also had the opportunity to meet

Paralympic officials…... they selected me to join the

national team for the Paralympic qualifiers.

Local para-sports events play a significant role in the

development and success of elite Kenyan para-athletes.

These events have provided athletes with an opportunity to

compete against their peers, gain exposure to different types
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of competition, and hone their skills. Kipkemboi et al.

(2019) stated that one of the primary benefits of local sports

tournaments and camps in Kenya is the opportunity they

provide for athletes to showcase their talents. Successful

performances at these events have enabled athletes to be

selected for national and international competitions.

Supportive Environment

This study found that a supportive environment plays a

crucial role in the success of elite Kenyan para-athletes.

Many of the interviewed athletes expressed a deep sense of

determination and desire to prove themselves because of the

support received from various people.

Peer Support and Ally-hip

Peer support and ally-ship provided valuable guidance,

motivation, and inspiration, helping Kenyan para-athletes

overcome challenges and achieve their full potential. Stella,

a wheelchair basketball player, reported this:

There is this friend of mine who first invited me to

wheelchair basketball...she was playing the regular

basketball… and most of the time we could meet and go

together for the training… some days when I missed, she

could call me on phone and ask why I was not coming and

encouraged me to keep going.

Shaban resounded Stella's experience of supportive

teammates and friends:

The tennis court was miles away from my college, so one of

my regular tennis players noticed I was skipping so many

training sessions because of the transport fare, so he

offered to drive me from home to court and back home

three days a week. Since then I was able to attend all my

training sessions.

Peer support, mentorship, and ally-ship are essential success

factors for elite para-athletes (Houlihan and Chapman,

2017). These forms of support provide emotional

reinforcement, guidance, and networks for like-minded

individuals. Bundon et al. (2018) posit that peer support and

mentorship are beneficial for the immediate needs of para-

athletes and contribute to their long-term development. The

relationships formed through peer support can extend

beyond an athlete's competitive career, providing a support

network for personal and professional growth even after

retirement.

Training and coaching

Training and coaching programs are essential for the

success of elite para-athletes. Some of the interviewed

athletes expressed that their coaches are friendly and

understand their unique challenges and requirements. This

understanding enables the development of effective training

strategies and enhances their playing skills. Stella

confirmed:

Our coach, who is a former international basketball player,

has a good understanding of wheelchair basketball. He

conducts good training sessions for us. He is not living with

any disability, but he sits on the wheelchair and plays

together with us during the training sessions…he is also

very friendly and takes care of our concerns off the court...

his guidance and support has helped us participate well in

commonwealth games.

Shaban added:

My current coach was my very first coach eight years ago

when I first joined wheelchair tennis at the college, we met

when I was in my first year at the college in Mombasa, he

has been my best friend for a long time, this is the guy who

taught me all the basics of tennis to top skills…he

understands my individual needs in and out the court.

The existing literature suggests that elite para-athletes

require specialized coaching and expert guidance tailored to

meet their specific needs (Darcy et al., 2017). Itoh et al.

(2018) also suggest former female Paralympians face

numerous barriers when attempting to transition into

coaching roles, these challenges often prevent them from

sharing their invaluable understanding and unique

perspectives as coaches with disabilities. Para-athletes face

unique challenges due to their disabilities; specialized

training helps them optimize their physical abilities,

develop particular skills, and enhance their overall

performance (Dehghansai et al., 2020). Hellen commented:

My coach is more than just a coach. He is like a brother to

me because he is always available whenever I am in

need…Sometimes he comes home to check on me, he brings

me some shopping when I need some items… He has also

helped me build mental toughness and believe in myself,

which has been helpful to me as a para-powerlifter.

Para-athletes often encounter unique psychological

challenges related to their disabilities, such as low self-

esteem and mental health vulnerability (Olive et al., 2021).

Specialized coaching provides psychological support,

including goal setting, cognitive skills training, and
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strategies to cope with setbacks, enabling athletes to

develop a strong mindset and perform under pressure

(Powell and Myers,2017). During the athlete interviews,

further psychological support was mentioned. Asiya

discussed:

Competing in para-rowing has many challenges, but my

coach has been supportive… He keeps encouraging and

telling me to focus on the major goal of qualifying for the

Paralympic games…his encouraging words and support

greatly helped me to qualify for the Tokyo Paralympics in

2020.

Family support

Family support plays a significant role as a success factor

for elite para-athletes. The interviewed athletes highlighted

the importance of family support during their journey

toward elite sports. Many athletes faced significant

challenges in their personal lives, including stigmatization

and discrimination, but found strength from their supporting

families. Stella remarked:

When I first joined wheelchair basketball, I was living with

my sister in Thika town, some distance away from the

training stadium in Nairobi, but because she was very

happy with the idea of playing basketball, she used to drive

me with her car to the stadium and pick me up in the

evenings every Saturday. This enabled me to master the

skills quick and join the main team within the first year I

joined.

McLoughlin et al. (2017) as well as Peake and Davies

(2022) emphasized that pursuing a career in para-sports

requires financial resources for training, equipment, travel,

and participation in competitions. Elite Kenyan para-

athletes often need funding and adequate support from

sports organizations (Brittain, 2019) and so family support

is crucial under such circumstances. This support system is

crucial for para-athletes as they navigate the challenges of

training, competition, and personal growth. The support

system can alleviate the financial burden on athletes and

allow them to focus on their training and performance. One

para-athlete, Asiya, acknowledged the financial aid

accorded to her by family members and friends:

I was supposed to go for the Tokyo Paralympic qualifiers

[sic] in 2019 in Tunis. I was disappointed when the

federation told me they would not sponsor any para-rower

due to lack of funds…the government also could not provide

funding because they were only funding the regular

athletes…I was so stranded but then my family and friends

came together to raise money for my airfare. I eventually

managed to travel for the qualifiers [sic] …I emerged

position one in the women’s single category and qualified

for the Tokyo 2020 Paralympic Games.

The disparity in funding between para-athletes and other

athletes in Kenya is evident, highlighting a systemic

inequality by governmental agencies and sporting

federations. While able-bodied athletes receive more

financial support than para-athletes, including extensive

training facilities and sponsorship deals, para-athletes are

often left to navigate a landscape devoid of sufficient

resources.

The lack of financial support greatly affects the para-

athletes who already face additional challenges and

expenses due to their disabilities. While Asiya was

fortunate to receive support from her family and friends, not

all athletes have access to such resources. Without adequate

funding, many talented para-athletes may never get the

opportunity to showcase their abilities on the global stage.

This inequity not only undermines the potential of para-

athletes but also reinforces societal stigmas surrounding

disability, further marginalizing this already vulnerable

population.

Media

The Kenyan local media is a powerful platform for

promoting elite para-athletes' achievements, raising

awareness, and generating support for para-sports. Stella, a

young wheelchair basketball player competing in the

Commonwealth 2022 Games during the study, reported

that:

I was called for a media interview about these ongoing

Commonwealth games, and the Kenya Broadcasting

channel reported some of our matches during the sports

news... Twitter handles for the Kenya Olympics also

promoted all Kenyan teams in Birmingham, including the

wheelchair basketball team. I believe this has got us being

watched back home and worldwide.

Media exposure also provides a platform for Kenyan para-

athletes to share their stories, inspire others, raise awareness

on disability sports, and promote inclusion and diversity.

Asiya recounted her experience with a Kenya Broadcasting

Corporation (KBC) interview:

during my Tokyo Paralympic preparations, I was invited by

the KBC sports for an interview… I talked about my

journey from when I was a young kid, the time when I got

an accident and got disabled, to the challenges I have

overcome in playing sports to now qualifying for



www.jsfd.org

Journal of Sport for Development10 Ojwang et al.Volume 13, Issue 1, January 2025

Paralympics as the first female Kenyan para-rower… at the

end of the interview, I asked them to go show the video of

the interview to special school kids, I wanted the kids to get

motivated and know that everything is possible… yes I’m

told they went to my former school and played the video to

the students… and I’m hoping it motivated them to believe

in their dreams.

Media coverage provides para-athletes with increased

visibility and recognition both nationally and internationally

(Burton et al., 2021; McGillivray et al., 2021). Media

showcases their accomplishments, personal stories, and the

challenges they overcome through news articles, feature

stories, interviews, and television events. This promotes the

understanding that disability is not a limitation to pursuing

athletic excellence.

Howe and Silva (2018) suggest that by challenging

misconceptions and educating the public, media can foster

an environment in which para-athletes can be seen as

athletes first, with their disabilities being just one aspect of

their identity. Robert, a wheelchair basketball player who

doubles as a disc jockey on a local radio station,

acknowledged how he employs his talent to challenge

societal stereotypes and misconceptions about disability:

In Kenya, people believe that individuals with disabilities

cannot achieve certain goals. We are often seen as beggars,

but through my radio shows, I show them that we are also

capable, and nothing can hold us back…sometimes we visit

special schools in the weekends for entertainment, and

during these visits, I also talk to the students about my

para-sports achievement and encourage them to participate

in sports.

International Aid

Drawing on the work of Maleske and Sant (2022),

international aid can catalyze the success of elite para-

athletes in less-developed countries by providing financial

support, access to resources, and coaching expertise. This

aid not only enhances athletes' performance, but also

contributes to the growth and development of para-sports in

developing countries.

Donations

International donations help address the financial challenges

of acquiring adaptive sports equipment in developing

countries (Mojtahedi and Katsui, 2018). Elite para-athletes

often require specialized equipment tailored to their specific

disabilities. International aid sources have donated or

provided funding to purchase some of this equipment,

ensuring that Kenyan para-athletes have access to some of

the tools they need to train and compete internationally

(Legg et al., 2022). The generosity of international donors

has played a crucial role in empowering Kenyan elite para-

athletes and facilitating their journey toward success, as

explained in the following extract from Stella:

In 2012, when we were travelling to Morocco for the

Paralympic qualifiers, the British High Commission

donated 12 wheelchairs to us. We have used these

wheelchairs until recently when we were heading for the

Commonwealth 2022 games, then we received another set

of donations from six wheelchairs from UK Aid.

International projects /programs

International flagship programs such as ‘Gather Adjust

Prepare & Sustain’ (GAPS), designed by the

Commonwealth Sports Federation to inspire and enable

athletes from less developed countries to reach their

sporting potential through global pathways and

competitions (Riot et al., 2020), have facilitated training

opportunities for some Kenyan para-athletes. In this study, a

para-powerlifting athlete, Hellen, stated how the

international program contributed to her development and

success:

I am a GAPS supported athlete, I have attended two

international training camps sponsored by GAPS, one at

Glasgow in 2018 and 2022 at Birmingham University...

through these camps, I have received training from world-

class coaches and access to good facilities…these trainings

have helped me win some medals.

Through collaboration with universities, coaches, and

experts, commonwealth para-athletes can access specialized

training techniques, knowledge, and skills to improve their

athletic performance through the GAPS program (Riot et

al., 2020). This support has enabled Kenyan para-athletes

under the program to compete and secure medals on the

international stage. The IPC has also been actively engaged

in developmental initiatives in Africa and maintains a close

partnership with the Kenya National Paralympic Committee

(The Paralympian, 2003). According to Robert,

in 2016, when we were preparing for the Rio Paralympic

Games, we did a 500 kilometer (km) “Road to Rio”

wheelchair challenge, that was financially supported by

Agitos Foundation…this very long-distance challenge from

Nairobi to Mombasa that is 400km, made us to prepare for

the Paralympic marathon.
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To advance disability sports globally, the IPC has

established a preliminary equivalent to the Olympic

Solidarity initiative (Misener and Wasser, 2016), the Agitos

Foundation. This Foundation, which falls under the purview

of the IPC, focuses on education and development within

para-sports and administers several programs aimed at

enhancing the participation, development, and performance

of para-athletes in developing countries.

Proposed Interventions

The results of this study reveal that Kenyan para-athletes

heavily rely on assistance from their coaches, family

members, private sectors, and international aid to compete

at the international level. The responses from the athletes

indicate that the government has not offered sufficient

support aimed at developing their talents and adequately

facilitating their participation in elite competitions. The

discussions suggest that government agencies, such as the

Ministry of Sports, Kenya Academy of Sports, and Kenya

National Paralympic Committee, should institute a

committee to further investigate the challenges that affect

para-athletes and para-sport development in Kenya. This

committee should also aim to tap into the strengths

highlighted by elite para-athletes in managing these

challenges.

The insufficient funding of Kenyan para-athletes by the

government agencies is glaring. Efforts to address this issue

should involve collaboration between government agencies,

sporting federations, corporate sponsors, and civil society

organizations. Creating sustainable funding mechanisms

and support structures ensure that para-athletes have the

resources they need to thrive and succeed in their athletic

pursuits. Additionally, raising awareness about the

challenges faced by para-athletes and the importance of

inclusive support can mobilize public and private support

for their cause.

Media exposure has proven to be a driving force for many

successful Kenyan para-athletes. Therefore, Kenyan media

should intensify efforts to cover both local and international

para-sports activities. This increased coverage will raise

awareness and help diminish the social stigma against

disability by showcasing the incredible talents and

achievements of para-athletes. Additionally, conducting

more interviews with para-athletes to share their personal

stories and paths to success could attract potential sponsors

and donors from the private sector. This, in turn, can lead to

increased financial support, enabling athletes to access

better training facilities, equipment, and resources to further

their sporting careers.

Emphasis should also be put on empowering para-athletes

through advocacy and support groups, facilitating

networking and collaboration among para-athletes,

disability sports organizations, and civil society

organizations. These connections create a platform on

which knowledge and experiences are shared, best practices

are developed, and mentorship opportunities arise.

Moreover, collaboration and networking provide para-

athletes with access to guidance, resources, and

opportunities for personal and professional growth,

contributing to their performance in para-sports and life.

Study Limitations

This study had two limitations. First, the findings of this

study cannot be generalized to all para-athletes in Kenya.

The present study focused only on a few elite para-athletes;

it did not reflect the state of sport for people with

disabilities at the grassroots level, where a more significant

proportion of athletes with disabilities exists. Second, all

participants in this study were living with physical

disabilities. Thus, the findings cannot be generalized to all

elite Kenyan para-athletes with other disabilities.

Nevertheless, the results of this study provide a suitable

guide for future research on the experiences of para-athletes

in developing countries and may lead to increased

participation and performance in para-sports.

CONCLUSION

This study explored the lived experiences of elite Kenyan

para-athletes in overcoming barriers to participation and

performance in para-sports. The findings of this study

highlight various coping mechanisms and success factors

expressed by elite Kenyan para-athletes. Despite facing

significant barriers, Kenyan para-athletes have turned these

obstacles into possibilities through participation in local

para-sports events, supportive environments, media

exposure, and international aid. This underscores the

importance of special school games and local tournaments,

training and coaching, family support, media interviews,

and international donations and programs in their

achievements. This study also emphasized the need for

more resources and support to enable para-athletes to reach

their full potential.

Finally, this study enhances our knowledge of elite para-

athletes’ experiences, especially in a developing country

context. Further research is needed to explore the

experiences of para-athletes in other developing countries

and to identify strategies for promoting greater inclusion

and development of para-sports.
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