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Abstract. There is no doubt that the COVID-19 pandemic has significantly 
affected the sport sector worldwide as well as sports calendar. Sports events have 
been cancelled or rescheduled like Summer Olympic and Paralympic games. 
The same had happened with the Special Olympics (SO) events. The pandemic 
constitutes a global challenge to the sport movements in terms of security and safety 
for all participants. Much more complicated it appears to secure the athletes with 
intellectual disabilities. Pandemic research has found that people with intellectual 
disabilities are almost six times more likely to die from COVID-19 than the general 
population. The SO programs organizers will face unknown so far issues in terms 
of security and safety. 

Aim: The aim of the study is to explore the influence of new safety and security 
events protocols of Special Olympics on the mission and particularly on the athletes. 

Methods: We applied documentary analysis including theoretical-logical 
analysis, systematic approach (structural-functional, structural-component and 
structural-integral aspect), comparative analysis, video analysis, field notes and 
focus group composed by participants in pervious SO World games (delegation 
leaders, coaches and parents).

Results: The results of our research shows that most of the national SO programs 
are reporting that the pandemic have a devastating impact on the athletes and the 
movement in general. The new live reality is affecting not only the daily routines 
of athletes with intellectual disabilities but also their social interaction in terms of 
communication and emotional functioning. 

Conclusion: Having in mind that safety is first priority and applying all protocols, 
SO is attempting to preserve the mission, to ensure joy of sport and physical activity. 
In the new reality close contact and friendships are approached in a way to preserve 
them and to keep them as essential part of the events.

Keywords: COVID 19; safety; security; Special Olympics athletes; intellectual 
disabilities; sport 

Introduction 
We are facing a global health crisis that we have not seen in the last 70 decades 

in the human history. World Health Organization has characterized the coronavirus 
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disease, called COVID-19 as a pandemic. However, the situation is much more 
complicated - it is a human, economic and social crisis. Every aspect of people’s lives 
is influenced. This virus is attacking not only humans’ health but also the societies at 
their core (Guterres 2020). “Unlike any other virus or disease of this generation, 
COVID-19 does not adhere to national borders nor does it change its approach 
on economic grounds. Quite the contrary. COVID-19 does not discriminate, and it 
does not apologize” – strong words of Special Olympics Europe Eurasia President 
and Managing Director David Evangelista (Evangelista n.d.). Nevertheless, that the 
virus’s outbreak affects all segments of the population, it is particularly detrimental 
to members of those social groups in the most vulnerable situations (UN 2020). 
Traditionally persons with disabilities are at higher risk of margination and social 
isolation and at highest risk are persons with intellectual disabilities (ID). People 
with ID are less likely to access health care, education, sport activities, employment 
and to participate in the community. Even under ordinary circumstance it is more 
likely to live in poverty, experience higher rates of violence, neglect and abuse, 
and are among the most marginalized in any crisis-affected community. COVID-19 
has further compounded this situation, disproportionately influencing persons with 
disabilities both directly and indirectly (UN 2020a). 

According to the research of Courtenay and Perera, people with ID are 
especially vulnerable to the physical, mental and social effects of the pandemic 
(Courtenay & Perera 2020). Because of their specificity not only in physical health 
but in their habits, people with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD), 
such as Down Syndrome, ASD, etc. are at higher risk of contracting COVID-19 
and also of experience serious illness associated with it (Grier et al. 2020). They 
may suffer from hereditary cardiac conditions, inborn errors of metabolisms and 
respiratory infections that are defined as the leading cause of death in people 
with ID, especially among people with Down syndrome (Baburamani et al. 2019, 
O’Leary et al. 2018, Sanyer 2006). According to CDC (2020) people how have 
complex medical problems as neurologic, genetic, metabolic conditions, or who 
have congenital heart disease are at higher risk for severe illness from COVID-19 
than other population. In addition, many researches show that the level of obesity is 
higher among people with ID. This state is related major to their sedentary lifestyle, 
fragmental or missing physical activity and improper diet (Lloyd 2016, Phillips & 
Holland 2011). 

More than a year has passed since the beginning of this crisis, and recent studies 
examined how the pandemic has affected specific social groups as people with ID. 
A cross-sectional study conducted by Gleason et al. (2021) of 64,858,460 patients 
across 547 health care organizations, discloses that having an ID is the strongest 
independent risk factor for presenting with a COVID-19 diagnosis and the strongest 
independent risk factor other than age for COVID-19 mortality. The results also 
revealed that those with ID are 2.5 times more likely to contract COVID-19, were 
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about 2.7 times more likely to be admitted to the hospital and 5.9 times more likely 
to die from the infection than the general population. Also, the authors discussed 
that beyond the direct risk of Covid-19, the pandemic has had negative effects 
on the ability of individuals with ID to receive the health care and daily support 
that they typically receive. (Gleason et al. 2021). Same conclusions reported 
many other studies (Landes et al. 2020, Makary 2020). According to Inclusion 
International network survey, 54% of respondents answered that government’s 
response to COVID-19 was not inclusive for people with ID and their families. 
In addition, their opinion is that the pandemic has resulted in increased deaths of 
people in institutions and other segregated settings, isolation and decreased access 
to: supports, information and social protection measures. 

From the distance of time, we can conclude that stakeholders and leading 
organizations rapidly realized the need of protection of all defined as vulnerable 
groups of society like those with intellectual disabilities. They quickly identified 
the most probable affected areas in the daily life of persons with ID and their 
families. As a result, they appeared with recommendations and guidelines first for 
public health authorities around the world about acting to contain the COVID-19 
outbreak. After they addressed their policy to other affected areas as an education, 
labor market, human rights and economics as whole and sport sector. Of course, 
the realization of these recommendations differs around the world depend on many 
factors as economic status of the country, condition of public health system, the 
cultural and native specificities. Sport organizations also appear with their own 
recommendations. A global movement Special Olympics is launched more than 
sixty years ago, with a core aim to “break down barriers and end discrimination 
against people with intellectual disabilities” (Special Olympics n.d.). Nowadays 
SO is the largest sport organization for persons with ID. SO also appear with 
recommendations and take a policy regard protection lives, but not only of athletes 
as well as their families, coaches, volunteers and caregivers around the world. 
According to SO, form the beginning of pandemic they are “doing everything 
possible to prevent the spread of COVID-19 and provide resources and programming 
to support prevention and promote the health, safety, well-being, and engagement 
of the Special Olympics community as in-person events are postponed and while 
physical distancing is required” (Special Olympics n.d.a). They develop a variety 
of resources to help all involved with the movement as well as new safety and 
security events protocols for trainings and competitive events.  

The aim of the study is to explore the influence of new safety and security events 
protocols of Special Olympics on the mission and particularly on the athletes. 

Methods
We applied documentary analysis including theoretical-logical analysis, 

systematic approach (structural-functional, structural-component and structural-
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integral aspect), comparative analysis, video analysis, field notes and focus group 
composed by participants in pervious SO World games (delegation leaders, coaches 
and parents).

Results
At the first phase of our study we analyzed the key points of the mission of SO 

and we developed graphical model to facilitate our further research. (Figure 1)

Figure 1. SO mission and COVID-19 impact model

The ultimate goal of SO is to change the worlds perception about persons 
with intellectual disabilities. No matter what the level of their personal 
development is, it is important to be demonstrated to the wider auditory. Every 
athlete is working hard continuously to achieve its personal goals in physical 
fitness and sports specific skills development. These results are accomplished 
under the appropriate supervision of qualified sport experts – coaches, instructors 
and many other volunteers who believe that every person matters. All athlete 
achievements are demonstrated during the sport events. These events are like no 
other because athletes are overcoming tremendous personal and social barriers 
in order to demonstrate courage and sporting excellence. In this adventure, they 
are not alone. The events of Special Olympics are offering platform for sharing – 
friendships, skills, gifts, but more importantly to experience joy and happiness in 
environment where no one is left alone. This positive experience is shared with 
families, friends and coaches. It is also shared with other athletes from different 
nations. All these positive emotions are bringing the real sense of community 
where everyone is accepted. All milestones of the mission are complementing 
the dynamic process of social inclusion. In the real sense of sharing, everyone 
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is a part of a big constant hug and high fives are instant part of every moment of 
appreciating. These amazing results have been accomplished gradually and year 
by year during last five decades. (Figure 2)

Figure 2. Sharing a friendship in Special Olympics

In 2020 the mankind was hit by the COVID-19 pandemic wave and the most 
vulnerable groups were the most badly affected. Immediate restriction measures 
were applied all over the world and for a short period the perspective looked 
really shocking. Our contacts from the focus group are reporting that those 
who were in the focus of inclusion were locked down and at the very beginning 
excluded also from excluded. The structured routine of the SO athletes was 
broken, no trainings were offered, no contacts with the friends. The social circle 
narrowed just to the family but still they had the support and the emotional 
affection from the parents. Critical appears the situation in the social institutions 
where due to the environment restrictions were more severe. The results of the 
document analysis are demonstrating that most of the national SO programs 
are reporting that the pandemic have a devastating impact on the athletes and 
the movement in general. According to the results from the focus group, there 
is a new live reality and this reality is affecting not only the daily routines of 
athletes with intellectual disabilities but also their social interaction in terms of 
communication and emotional functioning. In order to address the new reality 
issues SO develop rapidly own protocols and recommendations. SO approaches 
not only athletes but Unified partners, coaches, healthcare professionals, 
volunteers, family members, caregivers, staff or others in attendance of an 
activity – the surrounding society as whole. Documentary analysis reveal that 
the development of SO protocols is based on the expertise, knowledge and 
expertise of reliable organizations as World Health Organization (WHO) and 
US Center for Disease Control (CDC) as well numerous governments, sports 
governing bodies, and other organizations. At FAQ published on the SO website 
was reported that input was sought from Program CEOs, staff and athletes, 
legal, and risk management, human resources, programmatic leads (sport, 
health, youth/schools, leadership), Global Medical Advisory Committee, and 
Regional Presidents (Special Olympics 2021). In addition, they had review 
by World Athletics, International Paralympic Committee, CDC, US Olympics 
and Paralympic Committee and others. This is a hedge step in approaching 



106

Stefka Djobova, Ivelina Kirilova

the complexity of issues that are related to the specificity of people with ID 
behavior, sports activities and the differences in national COVID-19 level of 
restrictions. (Figure 3) 

Figure 3. Special Olympics COVID-19 protocols

After a first and second wave of pandemic and finding hope in new invented 
vaccine slowly but sustainably the whole world tries to recover to the normal 
lifestyle. Special Olympics also develop Return to activities protocol (RAP) 
which include guidelines founded on the latest medical information available 
and guidance from organizations such as the World Health Organization (WHO) 
and nation-specific health agencies such as the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) in the U.S. There are five guiding principals in RAP. The 
leading one is: “The health and safety of all members of the Special Olympics 
movement is paramount.” Also, the guidance takes a phased approach. There are 
three phases to return to activities and each one is dependent on local transmission 
rates as well as testing/monitoring/contact tracing/health system capacity. Phase 0  
– or stay at home – No events or activities of any sort to be held in person. 
Individual sport training sessions in own home using own equipment are allowed. 
The coaching occurs virtually. SO have developed and provide Fitness and Health 
programming offered virtually as School of Strength, Fit 5, Stay fit at home, Live 
fitness workout.

Also, a lot of educational resources and online live meetings, story-sharing page 
for and from SO athletes with lots of videos with positive messages. Other phases 
are providing rules depend on the local situation how safety to return to in person 
sport activities. 
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In order to protect the integrity of the movement and to sustain the mission 
in relation to the subject of COVID-19, Special Olympics developed a set of 
statements that should be provided without additional comment or interpretation. 
SO also recommended to the staff to refrain from engaging in speculation or 
expounding about any issues of guidance. As socially responsible organization, 
Special Olympics is committed to doing everything possible to prevent COVID-19 
spread. Athletes were provided with information on how to protect themselves from 
exposure to COVID-19. Videos and different at-home resources, including fitness 
videos to stay healthy and fit and emotional well-being graphics and webinars to 
reduce stress and enable stronger social connectedness were released. Athletes 
were properly addressed and equipped with tools for self-care. SO addressed also 
the frontline healthcare workers on how to treat people with ID. 

Discussion
The ultimate goal of Special Olympics is to help persons with intellectual 

disabilities participate as productive and respected members of society at large, 
by offering them a fair opportunity to develop and demonstrate their skills and 
talents through sports training and competition, and by increasing the public's 
awareness of their capabilities and needs (Special Olympics n.d.b). At the same 
time people with ID are one of the most vulnerable populations to potential 
exposure to COVID-19. Suspension of training and activities affected some 
athletes much more than the epidemiological situation. Inclusion process went 
through different stages form slightly delayed to deeply frozen. To maintain 
the sense of belonging SO addressed the situation at different levels with major 
concern about the athletes and their wellbeing. Athletes define success mainly 
as confidence and assertiveness. Mobilization and belief in one’s abilities is 
dominant (Iancheva, Kuleva 2017). Abilities development were addressed 
through variety of sets for distance or home-based training. Parents were 
motivated to become part of the training process. SO produced videos and used 
social media to share affection and personal success stories. Person-centered 
ideology is still remaining as a focal point at all levels. More than ever human 
rights as right to health care is brought to the front line. Physical activity is 
an important element and criterion for a healthy lifestyle (Borukova 2019). 
Numerous materials related to health literacy were produced and all channels 
were used to reach in the most effective way to the athletes. Unique symbiosis 
was observed among the nongovernmental organizations. A lot of protocols and 
guidelines were produced but few managed to address in meaningful way and 
reach the target group. We confirmed our previous findings that the sustainable 
programs, who have reached level of independent existence even in crisis are 
contributing to continuous self-development. (Djobova et al. 2020). As many 
were concerned about the exclusion, persons with intellectual disabilities 
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included in SO programs were not forgotten. Once again it was proven that 
sport has the universal power to unite people, to overcome political, cultural 
and social barriers and to develop human personality.

Conclusion
Having in mind that safety is first priority we reviled that SO through the 

application of all the newly developed knowledge and experience-based protocols 
is attempting to preserve the mission, to ensure joy of sport and physical activity. In 
the new reality close contact and friendships are approached in a way to preserve 
them and to keep them as essential part of the events. 
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