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Media and the Paralympics: Progress, Visibility and Paradox 

 

Since the beginnings of the organized disability sporting movement in the years after the 

Second World War, media have been a significant part of the Paralympic Games. The 

increasing visibility and awareness that has flowed from news and broadcast media coverage 

of quadrennial summer and winter Games has altered both the scale and symbolic power of 

disability sport. As Ian Brittain notes: 

One of the intriguing issues about the Paralympic Games is how this small niche 

festival, which involved a minority of athletes on the margins, reinvented itself by 

establishing a connection to the premier multi-sport festival thus adopting the name 

“Paralympic”. This became the recognised term denoting the disability sport 

equivalent of the Olympic Games. (Brittain, 2008, 19) 

As emerges from Brittain’s account, the coinage of the term by key founding figure, Dr 

Ludwig Guttmann, provided a “hook” for media that connected the development of this event 

with the prestige of the Olympic movement. This link offered a readily understood frame that 

fused disability sport competition with the high-minded ethical principles of Olympism: 

Guttmann’s constant Olympic–Paralympic comparison bore fruit in the media … [A] 

headline in the Bucks Advertiser & Aylesbury News on 29 July 1949 declared that 

“‘Olympic Games’ Of Disabled Men is Born at Stoke” … It did not take long for this 

term to be used internationally. The USA-published Paraplegia News ran a story in 

November 1953 under the headline “Stoke Mandeville Paralympics” … What is also 

clear from the increasing usage of the term Paralympic by the media during the 1950s 

is that it is used to refer to all the Games held annually from 1948 to 1959, as is 

reinforced by the heading in the New York Times of 21 August 1960 which stated “US 

to send 24 Athletes to Rome for Annual ‘Paralympics’ Event”. (Brittain, 2008, 23-24) 
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Featuring 400 athletes from 23 countries, the Ninth International Stoke Mandeville Games – 

now accepted to be the first Paralympics Games – occurred in the same year as the Rome 

summer Olympiad. This coming together continued in 1964 with both the Olympics and 

Paralympics staged in Tokyo, separated by a 10-day intermission. (These Paralympic Games 

were also referred to as the Tokyo Games for the Physically Handicapped and the 

International Stoke Mandeville Games.) The Olympic and Paralympic Games would not be 

held in the same city again until 1988 in Seoul. 

 There is little focused research available on the history of media and the Paralympics. 

However, there are clear signs that media has played an important role in bringing the 

Paralympics and broader organized disability sports into existence by helping to expand their 

visibility to international publics. This may be stating the obvious from our historical vantage 

point, but a significant feature of this relationship is the pivotal role played by media in 

perpetuating a paradox that characterizes the management of Paralympic competition over 

the past half-a-century.  

Used to guide the analysis that follows, David Purdue and P. David Howe (2012) use 

the term “Paralympic paradox” to capture the liminal position occupied by these Games and 

their competitors in relation to sport, impairment, disability politics, and their appeal to 

variegated media audiences. Paralympic athletes perform for growing international able-

bodied audiences in a setting where the focus is slanted towards elite sporting achievement 

and performance. This emphasis is signified by the hallmarks of Olympic competition, 

including time keeping, distance measurement, scoring, world and Olympic records, medal 

presentations and tallies, award ceremonies, national flags and anthems. As an exemplar of 

modern “achievement sport” culture (Bale & Sang, 1996), the Olympics has long positioned 

abled-bodiedness as a “foundational identity” for athletic men and women and perpetuated an 

“enduring general economy” of ableist media representations (Ellis & Goggin, 2015, 33; 
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Goggin & Newell, 2000, 80). Yet, at the same time, Paralympic competitors are performing 

for disabled audiences whose lives are tied to diverse disability communities and a range of 

rights agendas (Bundon & Clarke, 2015). By virtue of their media profile and promotion, 

Paralympic athletes are positioned as representatives of communities and audiences who may 

– or may not – identify with the sporting performances on display or feel they are relevant to 

their experience and situation (Cashman & Darcy, 2008; Jones, 2012). This 

representativeness is further complicated by the contested character of the International 

Paralympic Committee’s (IPC) impairment classification system and its narrow biomedical 

categories, which privileges those perceived to be “most athletic” and marginalizes severely 

impaired athletes (Legg & Steadward, 2011, 1007; Howe, 2008, 72-81; Goggin & Newell, 

2003, 92-93). This complex social, political and administrative terrain has far-reaching 

consequences in terms of the Paralympic spectacle communicated via media to audiences 

around the world.  

Media management is now well established as an integral part of conceiving, staging, 

and managing a Paralympic event. For example, the IPC has a seven-member media and 

communications team, with specific roles assigned to operations, public relations, campaigns, 

and digital media (IPC, 2016). Like the role of media in the Olympic movement –– and elite 

sport generally –– a symbiotic relationship between sport and media exists in terms of 

institutional, economic and cultural functions (Rowe, 2004; Wenner, 1998). From a society-

wide perspective, the stakes in Paralympic media management are even higher because of the 

overdetermined, rich, and highly loaded role that communication about disability and sport 

plays in changing attitudes and realities of disability, discrimination, and exclusion in 

everyday life. This is of direct relevance to the Paralympics and its goals, given that a key 

element of its vision is to “inspire and excite the world: the external result is our contribution 

to a better world for all people with a disability” (IPC, 2003). To trace the dynamics of media 
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management in the Paralympics, then, provides significant insights into how we understand 

sport and, more  critically, the changing role of media in shaping, reproducing, and 

challenging societal attitudes.  

 In what follows, we discuss the emergence, role and function, and characteristics of 

media management in the Paralympics. Broadly speaking, this chapter aims to combine a 

critical disability studies perspective with approaches to sport drawn from sociology, media, 

communications, and cultural studies. We are especially influenced by the small yet rich 

critical literature on Paralympic media, publicity, and promotion, and its distinctive and 

sometimes troubling social, cultural, and political underpinnings (Cherney, Lindemann & 

Hardin, 2015; Howe, 2008; Peers, 2009, 2012; Purdue & Howe, 2015; Schell & Rodriguez, 

2001; Smith & Thomas, 2005). By sketching a reconstruction of the development of media in 

the Paralympics since its inception, and supported by in-depth interviews with leading 

disability sport media practitioners and administrators, we offer a characterization of the “full 

service” media management that has evolved in the lead up to 2016 Rio de Janeiro 

Paralympics.1 

 

Moving Mainstream: 1960 Rome to 2008 Beijing 

The post-World War II period witnessed enormous changes in media, woven into equally 

epochal changes in society, politics, the economy and culture internationally. In the 1930s, 

the key media were the press and radio broadcasting, with the telephone diffusing, and media 

industries such as advertising, music, book publishing, and public relations all growing. As 

we have seen already, it was in the press –– specialist, trade, and niche on local and national 

scales –– that the Paralympics first gained coverage from the 1950s onwards. As the 

Paralympics become more sharply defined, from Rome in 1960 onwards, media plays an 

increasingly prominent, if often contradictory role.  
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 Perhaps the first research to document this change is Frost’s examination of the little 

studied (in Anglophone research literatures at least) 1964 Tokyo Paralympics. He finds that 

there was “extensive media coverage” and sees the media as a key factor in making these 

games a success: 

Driven by diverse agendas, individuals such as Guttmann, Kasai, Nakamura, 

Watanabe, and a host of others harnessed existing organisational networks, the power 

of the media, and the prestige of Japan’s imperial family to help an emerging 

transnational movement take root in Japan in a remarkably short period of time. (our 

italics; Frost, 2012, 634-635) 

With their heady combination of Royal authority, celebrity and national pride, the Tokyo 

Games’ reception took a particular form: 

[E] ven a cursory glance at the leading dailies in Japan reveals that the “spectacular” 

elements of these Games –– their international nature, their ceremonies, and the 

involvement of imperial family members –– generated far more attention than the 

athletes’ achievements or the broader social issues that organisers hoped the Games 

would address. (Frost, 2012, 633) 

Frost also hints at an early iteration of the paradox described earlier when describing the 

organization of the media coverage:  

Reflecting a pattern that can still be seen in many Japanese newspapers today, most of 

the coverage appeared not in the sports sections, but on the society pages.  The 

Paralympics and disability sports were human-interest or health-and-welfare stories, 

not “real” sports. (Frost, 2012, 633) 

There remains much more to say about the ways media developed and featured in the 

summer Paralympics from the 1960s through to the 1980s. There are some mentions in the 

various histories and other research literature, but otherwise it is an important research 
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agenda for the future. We take up the story in the late 1980s and early 1990s when  

professional sports events and leagues were on “the road to globalisation” as television and 

media products (Whannel, 1992, 163). Built on terrestrial, cable and satellite television 

systems, the coverage of live sport proved highly effective in delivering large audiences to 

networks that could be sold to advertisers, as well as multiplying the range of ancillary sports 

content produced by the broadcast media and news industries (e.g. panel and highlights 

shows, interview specials, documentaries) (Boyle & Haynes, 2000; Jhally, 1984). The 

Paralympics was still very much a minority, specialized undertaking during this period, but 

media was figuring in its prospects for moving out of this “segregated” situation and taking 

its place as a newsworthy spectacle on the international stage.  

Consider, for instance, that the emergence of the Paralympics coincided with the 

emergence of television as a popular and crucial mass medium. However, it took a lengthy 

time for the Paralympics to be considered a “drawcard” for television broadcasting. There 

was a significant step forward in television coverage with the 1992 Barcelona Paralympics, 

which “witnessed expanded television coverage, with Spain and much of Europe able to 

watch daily telecasts” (Cashman & Darcy, 2008, 37). There was a total of 45 hours of live 

coverage (Cashman & Darcy, 2008, 40). Although this live coverage was confined to Europe, 

the Games broadcasting authority created a highlights package, which was screened by 

various national broadcasters. At the 1996 Atlanta Paralympics, media management took 

another step forward with the appointment of a “quasi-host broadcaster, resulting in 

television feeds that were taken by various countries”, a development that dovetailed with the 

signing of 60 formal contracts with US companies and sponsors, including Coca Cola, 

Motorola, IBM and Turner Broadcasting (Cashman & Darcy, 2008, 38). These arrangements 

moved the Paralympics onto a smaller but parallel organizational footing with the Olympics, 

which had established processes for the provision of sophisticated media facilities, exclusive 
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national broadcaster rights across multiple territories, and worldwide category sponsors 

(Billings, 2008). In Atlanta, media professionalism at the Paralympics was, unfortunately, a 

work in progress, as the broadcaster “focused almost exclusively on US athletes” (Cashman 

& Darcy, 2008, 38) –– a parochialism that drew considerable international criticism. 

During the 1990s, research on media and the Paralympics started to develop. Analysis 

of media coverage and representation of the Paralympics provided a handy archive for this 

fledging research on media and its management (and still underpins much of the literature). 

Such research was typically undertaken in an effort to understand why the Paralympics was 

still largely regarded as a specialized, minority event of little general interest. Part of the 

frustration for many involved in disability sports, as well as the broader disability rights 

movements, were the out-of-date, patronizing attitudes evident in the scant media coverage 

available. According to a former national and international Paralympic sport administrator 

who has witnessed the progress of the Games over almost two decades, this problem can be 

historically traced to a lack of knowledge among journalists about disability sport 

competition: 

[E] ven within swimming, athletics and other sports, there is quite a challenging 

classification system … for the journalist to track and follow, and indeed it is difficult 

to try and explain in simple terms. So the system itself has not necessarily encouraged 

deep interest by the media and the media has treated Paralympic sport, in some 

instances, in a fairly superficial way or as a curiosity – not as serious sport. (Project 

Participant 52)  

This observation recalls the Paralympic paradox. For many years, a substantial number of the 

journalists assigned to the Games were (and still are) specialists in covering able-bodied 

professional sport. Responding to the interests and needs of disability communities and 
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audiences over the course of a Paralympics presented an unfamiliar challenge and 

intermittently delivered “superficial” and “curious” coverage. 

Despite these issues, the rise of the Paralympics coincides with the emergence of 

disability as an increasingly visible area of society. The social and political movements 

formed by people with disabilities and their allies saw mounting pressure that resulted in 

landmark anti-discrimination, equal opportunity, and human rights legislation around the 

world, especially in wealthy countries across the UK, North America, Europe, and East Asia; 

dynamics that were also influential in the Paralympic movement. Such social transformations 

saw the use of media as tools to present different images and perspectives on disability, and 

to argue for the need for rights, justice, and reform. For disability activists and scholars, the 

media itself as an institution was clearly part of the problem (Haller, 2010). Activism and 

scholarship critiqued charity models of disability that dominated mass media (Pointon & 

Davies, 1997), and also the “medical models”. Proponents called for new, affirmative models 

of disability: the famous “social model”; human rights approaches; cultural and political 

accounts, and; perspectives on people with disabilities as legitimate, diverse, and empowered 

minorities. In this context, the Paralympics became a high-profile site for debate over media 

and disability as the popularity of the Games gathered momentum and drew greater public 

attention.  

This momentum gathered pace from the 1988 Seoul Paralympics onwards, when the 

Games were once again held in the same city and venues as the Olympics themselves. Also 

significant, from a media perspective, at Seoul was the staging of a dedicated opening 

ceremony for the Paralympics, modeled on the famous and spectacularly expensive Olympic 

opening ceremonies. The institution of its own prominent opening ceremony meant that the 

Paralympics had its own “media event” (Dayan & Katz, 1992; Couldry, Hepp & Krotz, 2010; 

Tzanelli, 2015). This pageant provided a new, powerful way to create “imagined 
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communities” (Anderson, 2006) –– something, as we have seen, inaugurated in the Tokyo 

Paralympics of 1964. As a core element of a publicly expressed Paralympic identity, this 

media event raised the bar for media infrastructure, professionalism, coverage, and broadcast 

rights –– in short, the panoply of media that was evolving across the media sport industries. 

As well as providing a worrisome index of general societal attitudes to disability, the 

contrast between the vastly different media management and treatment of the Paralympics 

compared to the Olympics became a topic for discussion in its own right. The “disabling” 

nature of media coverage came to a head with the 1996 Atlanta Paralympic Games, an event 

featuring 3,259 competitors from 104 countries. Newspaper coverage of the Games in France 

and Germany featured patronizing attitudes, insensitive language, and a regressively 

nationalist agenda when it came to the origins of competing athletes (Schantz & Gilbert, 

2001). Coverage was little better on television, with the US broadcaster, CBS, presenting 

examples of stereotyping, poor production values, and commentary that failed to explain the 

rules and strategies of disability sport events. A welcome feature of the coverage in Atlanta 

was a lack of sexist language in relation to female athletes when compared to the Olympic 

Games, although this possibly relates to an objectionable tendency for the disabled to be 

viewed as “aesthetically unpleasing and asexual” (Schell & Duncan, 1999, 45). These 

problems in media coverage were compounded by the “poor condition” of the venues and the 

Athletes Village, which almost led to a protest by athletes during the Paralympic closing 

ceremony (Cashman & Darcy, 2008, 38-39).  

 Following on from events in Georgia four years earlier, the 2000 Sydney Paralympics 

generated a groundswell of critique and research on media representation of disability 

(Cashman & Darcy, 2008; Goggin & Newell, 2000, 2003, 2005; Thomas & Smith, 2003). 

Political and scholarly criticism was arguably a by-product of the local organizing 

committee’s considerable efforts to place the Games on a commercial footing, and achieve 
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significant media and public exposure by marketing the Paralympics as a major sporting 

event. An unanticipated consequence of this approach, according to Purdue and Howe 

(2012), was an “ideological uncoupling” of disability communities and the athletic 

performances on display. The emphasis on participants as elite athletes symbolically 

distanced them from the population of impaired individuals “who do not partake in regular, 

strenuous physical activity” (Purdue & Howe, 2012, 195). Yet, it was this uncoupling that 

exposed the Paralympics to wider publics and delivered an unprecedented popularity that 

foregrounded the Games as an international sporting spectacle. Despite initial difficulties in 

securing a host broadcaster, television coverage of the opening and closing ceremonies and 

daily highlights packages ultimately “rated through the roof for the ABC” in Australia, 

helping to change perceptions of the “quality sport” that was on display (Project Participant 

52). Reflecting a focus on sporting achievement, the Sydney Paralympics was covered by 

2,300 accredited members of the media and broke all previous ticket sales records (Howe, 

2008, 32; Legg & Steadward, 2011, 1111). 

 The success of Sydney in 2000 saw journalists, other media professionals, and news 

organizations make efforts to take the Paralympics seriously as sport. This meant addressing 

deeply embedded journalistic practices and perceptions, such as news values, the role of the 

journalist, approach to sources, and audience appeal and interest. Progress was achieved in 

these areas, but it was also notably uneven. For example, Anne V. Golden’s study identified 

the strikingly dissimilar coverage by reporters and news organizations of the 2002 Salt Lake 

City winter Olympics and Paralympics, wistfully concluding, “Perhaps, in time, the 

Paralympics will find acceptance among American reporters” (Golden, 2003). 

 Also associated with the Sydney Paralympics, and the following years, was the full-

blown emergence of celebrity athletes with disability. This is bound up with changing 

attitudes about disability, as well as celebrity (Goggin & Newell, 2004; Marwick, 2013; 
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Turner, 2014). In brief, it can be argued that, once mainstream audiences “switched” on to the 

Paralympics, it served as a crucial platform for affirmative, positive role models and social 

identities for people with disabilities. Here the Paralympics can be seen alongside a range of 

other ways in which, through sport, disability and impairment were being revalued and made 

widely visible. Key cases include the popular film, Murderball, featuring wheelchair rugby 

(which become renown for its toughness), and the figure of Oscar Pistorius, the athlete who 

became a global icon, before his fall from grace after he killed his girlfriend Reeva 

Steenkamp. Pistorius’ on-track rival, Brazilian T44 sprinter Alan Fonteles Oliveira, also 

became the “first para-athlete” to appear on the SportsPro and Eurosport most marketable 

athlete media lists (Dannenberg, 2013).  

Researchers have theorized the processes outlined here in different ways, and debate 

continues on the salience of the “super-crip” framing of accepted, even desirable and 

valorized disability; with many pointing out its exclusionary and narrow nature (Silva & 

Howe, 2012). Nonetheless, the combined effects of sporting spectacle, expanding 

commercial appeal, growing news coverage, celebrification, and sophisticated marketing 

campaigns have contributed to the popularity of Paralympic sport. An indicator of this 

process is Australian news media coverage of the 2004 Paralympics in Athens, which 

delivered an estimated 19,666 stories across radio, television, print and online outlets. This 

number grew to 31,986 stories for Beijing in 2008, and then more than doubled to 63,343 for 

London in 2012 (iSentia, 2014a).2 The following section continues this story, examining the 

London Games as a pivotal moment in the media presentation of the Paralympics. 

 

“Full Service” Paralympics Media Management: “We don’t want to … hear a 

Paralympic athlete giving the same interview that a footballer just did” 
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In the wake of Sydney in 2000, many felt that the Paralympics as a movement had arrived –– 

a conceit thoroughly examined in Cashman and Darcy’s pioneering study Benchmark Games 

(Cashman & Darcy, 2008). However, if we were to nominate a breakthrough moment for 

media management of the Paralympics, a good case can now be made for London in 2012. 

As the Paralympic administrator quoted earlier expresses it: 

The London Games took a major step forward in presentation. That was for media 

presentation as well. There was far more media in London to cover the Games and 

they [the audiences] were hungry for [the coverage], particularly domestically … the 

British athletes were just phenomenal. It wasn’t just the broadcast media. It was the 

advertising media and billboard media as well, which augmented the competition 

coverage. They produced major material, which impacted on people’s perceptions of 

not only Paralympic athletes but disability in general. (Project Participant 52)    

The proliferation of media content and coverage was further enabled by online media and 

social media platforms, with the IPC website receiving more visitors on the first day of 

London than during all 12 days of the 2008 Beijing Paralympics (Project Participant 53). 

Reviewing the available evidence, we suggest there are at least five ways in which media 

management of the Paralympics had “arrived” by London. 

First, the sheer scale, scope, and reach of media shows it had become a matter for 

serious management in its own right from 2000 onwards, and especially during the London 

Paralympics. As stated in the previous section, concerted efforts to present disability sport to 

ever-wider audiences produced large increases in news media coverage of the summer 

Paralympics from Athens to Beijing and then London. Even in the case of the winter 

Paralympics – a smaller event than the summer edition – there was significant growth in 

Australian news media coverage from Torino (2006) to Vancouver (2010) (from 871 to 3,023 

stories). News coverage then quadrupled in Sochi in 2014 (12,202 stories) across radio, 
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television, print and online media (iSentia, 2014b). Those leading the media effort point to 

their strategic efforts to work with, support, and provide content and services to media 

professionals, as decisive factors in this raised profile. A national Paralympic media and 

communications manager explains:  

To have been able to keep building the level of coverage Games after Games, we did 

a lot of work on our strategy over the years. One of the major improvements we made 

was our delivery of services to journalists who are working on the Games. We work 

hard to ensure that their jobs are made as easy as possible, enabling them to produce 

more high quality and high quantity content. (Project Participant 46) 

Availability of staff resources is still a pronounced challenge however. While overall levels 

of funding for the Paralympics have grown, they remain small when compared to the 

Olympics. One mechanism to deal with this has been the use of volunteers. In Sochi, for 

instance, the IPC reported that its “Volunteer Writer’s Programme had a successful second 

year, as a team of 30 journalists from around the world created regular editorial content for 

the International Federations of all para-sports” (IPC, 2015, 32).  

Second, the Paralympics as an event, or rather series of events, reached impressive 

heights. Notably, the Paralympics –– and disability generally (over and above, sport) –– 

featured prominently as a motif of the Olympics opening ceremony. During the sequence 

titled, “Happy and Glorious”, an abridged a capella version of the British national anthem 

was performed by the Kaos Signing Choir for Deaf and Hearing Children. This performance 

reflected the London organizing committee’s determination to present the Olympics and 

Paralympics as linked events, referring to itself as the “London 2012 Organising Committee 

of the Olympic and Paralympic Games” (although the letter P is conspicuously absent from 

the committee’s acronym, LOCOG). Speaking to complex audience formations, a senior 
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figure in the communications team for London 2012 describes the principle of accessibility 

that guided media strategies over the course of both events: 

[T] here are actually more people with an impairment or disability consuming the 

Olympics than our Paralympics because it’s a bigger event … And what we got out of 

it was, by making things accessible to as broader market as we could, we learnt to 

distil information down into its simplest form. We learnt to communicate better, we 

learnt to think harder about how we communicated, all of which are great disciplines 

in just making yourself better understood. I think they say in the UK, which may also 

be common in other countries, is that when you take into account all factors, one in 

six or one in seven people have some sort of impairment. (Project Participant 27) 

This approach did not, however, prevent criticism of Paralympic organizers at the 

commencement of the Games. The Disability News Service (2012) reported that only 68 of 

3,250 volunteers who took part in the opening ceremony on 29 August “were disabled 

people”, prompting complaint about a failure to deliver on the “‘legacy’ considerations” of 

London 2012 (also see Ahmed, 2013).  

Third, the London Paralympics saw social, mobile, and online media fully 

incorporated into the media enterprise. Digital media, in particular, served as the innovative, 

leading edge of Paralympic communications –– within and across its communities and 

audiences (cf. McNary & Hardin, 2013). For example, extensive accessibility testing was 

undertaken by LOCOG for all web, mobile and app-based media platforms that they 

controlled (Project Participant 27). Another notable initiative was the development of the 

IPC’s own digital media channels, which in its 2014 Annual Report, were reported as 

experiencing an “[e]xplosion in the engagement of sport fans”, reaching more than 270 

million people (IPC, 2015, 4-5). According to a curator of the IPC’s social media accounts, 

London really was “the first Games where social media played a big role”, with the 
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amplification of online engagement partly attributable to the fact that people in the UK “are 

very active on social media” (Project Participant 53). Knowledge of this activity saw the IPC 

establish a partnership with Facebook that saw the location of users (at least as measured by 

their IP address) matched to the profiles of competitors from specific nations. For selected 

athletes, the IPC digital media team also helped to administer their Facebook profile for the 

duration of the Paralympics, yielding significant growth in likes and hits (Project Participant 

53).  

Fourth, given the experience and exposure provided by London, selected national 

Paralympic committees now focus on supporting individual athletes in media communication 

and presentation. An interesting feature of this preparation is encouraging athletes to present 

themselves as authentic and engaging: 

We talk to them about the different idiosyncrasies of a television interview as opposed 

to a radio interview. We’re giving these guys [and women] the skills to communicate 

in a more engaging way. We’re working with our athletes to sell a product, to open 

the door to what we do. Another successful approach of ours is to not over sanitize the 

message that our athletes are given. (Paralympic media and communications manager, 

Project Participant 46) 

It is not clear how widespread or consistent this approach is, but it is the practice of one 

country post-London. Suggesting the anticipation of specific audience expectations during 

the Paralympics, there is a conscious differentiation between the media product and approach 

taken for the Games versus mainstream professional sport:  

We want you [the athlete] to talk about how you got here, what this means to you. We 

don’t want people watching at home who have just watched the football to then turn 

over to the Paralympic Games and hear a Paralympic athlete giving the same 

rehearsed interview that a footballer just did. We want our athletes to show real 
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emotion. If you’re happy, show it. If you’re disappointed, show it. If you have 

performed poorly, say it. We’re not hiding here, we want the guys [and women] to be 

raw and accountable, and it’s worked really, really well. (Project Participant 46)  

The popularity of social media during the London Paralympics also highlights the need for 

media management and training to extend beyond broadcast and news media. Heightened 

attention is now paid to social networking profiles in everyday life (Papacharissi, 2015), as 

well as by journalists and fans over the course of major sporting events (Hutchins & Rowe, 

2012). The ready availability of mobile media devices – used even in the midst of 

competition – means that Paralympic athletes may need guidance in managing their own 

“personal” media profiles and flows. Approaches to the use of mobile phones and social 

media varies across sports, teams, and countries, as this perspective reveals: 

… we encourage the team managers of each sport to set a policy. It comes down to an 

individual athlete and an individual coach. An athlete might feel a lot better having 

access to their phone. In some cases, it helps their sleep, their anxiety levels, and so 

it’s not for us to say, “No phones, no social media.” If that’s how they’ve prepared 

and, in a psychological sense, if that’s what puts them in the best position to achieve 

peak performance, then we leave that decision to the athlete and their coach. In some 

cases, an athlete will be on their phone right before competition, and then there are 

others who won’t take it into the village. They don’t want the distraction and they just 

don’t have a phone at all. (Paralympic media and communications manager, Project 

Participant 46) 

Sensitivity to the varying mindsets of athletes and the needs of teams is required in 

formulating how mobile and social media use is managed. This statement also suggests that, 

in the context of disability sport, the professionalization of media management has occurred 

in relation to considerable variations in athlete media practices and communication.      
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Fifth, media was central to the social and political controversies that played out 

around the London Paralympics. A contest unfolded to seize the Paralympic “platform” 

(Price, 2008) for dissent and debate over contentious issues of disability, welfare, work, and 

citizenship in the host nation (Briant, Watson, & Philo, 2013). Determined to make the 

Paralympics about more than sport, disability rights campaigners targeted the Games for 

protest, including one of the UK’s most famous Paralympic athletes, former wheelchair racer 

and current member of the House of Lords, Tanni Grey-Thompson (Taylor, 2012). These 

publicized actions were directed against the restructuring of disability-related benefits by the 

David Cameron led Conservative government, justified by so-called austerity measures. This 

sequence of events created a sadly ironic state of affairs in which disabled athletes were 

marketed as “super human” during the Paralympics (Channel 4, 2012) while disabled citizens 

in the UK were subject to “demonization” in the news media as undeserving recipients of 

state welfare (Briant et al., 2013, 885). Writing in The Guardian, Robert Jones, a freelance 

journalist who became slowly impaired after a car accident, described the insult inflicted by 

these government sponsored events and policies:  

The Paralympics, like the Olympics, is a circus – it has its stars, its pretence, its sheer 

silliness – and on that level, I don’t object to it. I don’t want to watch it, neither do I 

want wall-to-wall coverage so reminiscent of fiddling while Rome burns, but if that's 

what fills your boots, go ahead. But it isn’t a sermon in form-fitting Lycra. It’s not, or 

shouldn’t be, a big party for the Friends of Atos – the firm that conducts controversial 

medical assessments for [disability] benefit claims on behalf of the government – to 

hug us as if we were all the same while surreptitiously snipping away at our sole means 

of support. (Jones, 2012) 

This sequence of events represents a powerful manifestation of the Paralympic paradox. The 

London Games were an event promoted successfully as sporting entertainment to a range of 
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media audiences. But, as the retrogressive policies of the Cameron government show, the 

meanings and conduct of the Games are inextricably bound to ongoing campaigns for 

disability rights and social justice. 

 

Conclusion: Sochi and Beyond 

The Paralympics has subsequently built on the media achievements of London 2012, but the 

record is mixed –– with the approach, dynamics, and capabilities of the host nation, their 

political leaders, and community continuing to play a decisive role. The Sochi 2014 winter 

Paralympics reported extensions in media coverage, leading the IPC to officially herald its 

success:  

Sochi 2014 was the most watched Paralympic Winter Games in history, attracting a 

global cumulative audience of 2.1 billion people across 55 countries, and the 316,200 

tickets sold were 86,200 more than at Vancouver 2010. (IPC, 2015, 14)  

A stress on large audience numbers is typical of promotional public domain information, 

although the global broadcast footprint of the Paralympics is not entirely clear because of 

variations in national media systems and the complexity of new digital television ecologies 

(Evens, Iosifidis & Smith, 2013; Holt & Sanson, 2014). Nonetheless, in the case of the Sochi 

Games, publicized increases in media coverage sit alongside severe criticism and 

commendation. The latest edition of the Paralympics attracted protest over Russia’s poor 

record on human rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex (LGBTI) people, 

as well as environmental and corruption issues (Walker, 2014). It drew particular attention to 

the everyday discrimination and obstacles faced by disabled citizens in Russia (Human 

Rights Watch, 2013). From the perspective of a Paralympic administrator, the approach of 

the hosts fell well short of the official praise offered by the IPC, and saw the Paralympics 

overshadowed by the winter Olympics:  
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It was a massive step back in Sochi ... The Russians just didn’t embrace that approach 

[treating both the Olympics and Paralympics as comparably significant events], which 

was a disappointment. The IPC, I think, were probably over complimentary in their 

evaluation of the Games. The President of the Paralympic Movement [Sir Philip 

Craven] met with [President Vladimir] Putin and congratulated him on making 

positive change for people with a disability in Russia through greater access to 

different public places and things like that. But the reality was that it was just a 

second-class event to the Olympics. (Project Particpant 46) 

The case of Sochi underscores the uneven progress of the Paralympics as a movement, and 

also the media as a key element of it. It also suggests that in the context of increasingly 

commercialized and mediatized elite level disability sport, media management now 

encompasses the sorts of public relations “spin” and geo-political concerns that have long 

featured in the staging of the Olympic Games.   

 More so than sport generally, the Paralympics carries the burden, and gift, of added 

significance and resonance as a touchstone for how societies globally deal with people with 

disabilities and the urgent need for political and social disability reform. In the lead-up to the 

Rio Paralympics, the key concern of managing the Paralympics remains: how does 

Paralympic media do justice to the diversity and richness of disability and impairment? The 

historically informed analysis presented in this chapter suggests that a series of politically 

sensitive and substantive responses to this question are required in the years ahead. The 

success of the Games as a major sporting and media event has drawn in larger and wider 

media audiences. This progress has prompted discussions about even greater integration of 

the Paralympic Games within the Olympic festival (Legg, Fay, Wolff & Hums, 2015). Yet, 

greater international visibility and commercial impact has intensified the paradox outlined by 

Purdue and Howe (2012), leading to conflict and uncertainty about the symbolic and political 
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relationship of the Paralympics to disability rights, the groups that advocate for them, and the 

communities whose lives depend on them (Braye, Dixon, & Gibbons 2013). As recent events 

in both London and Sochi serve to remind us, the Paralympics possess a history that is 

indivisible from the political voices, everyday experiences and wellbeing of disabled citizens 

and communities. This history needs to be respected and acknowledged both in media and 

through its management, particularly given the opportunity presented by Brazil in 2016 to 

advance and contest media discourses of disability in the host country (Maia & Vimieiro, 

2015). 
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1 Interview data presented in this chapter are de-identified in accordance with the conditions 

of clearance provided by the relevant University Human Research Ethics Committee.  These 

data were collected as part of a broader program of 65 semi-structured, in-depth interviews 

completed over the course of 2014 and 2015, featuring sport and media industry informants 

based in the United States, United Kingdom, Europe, Australasia and Southeast Asia. Data 

from five of these interviews appear in this chapter. 

2 Thank you to the Project Participant who generously supplied these figures. 

                                                


