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The Special Olympics has been a controversial program for persons with disabilities. Research has often
found negative results concerning the Special Olympics, and there have been numerous discussions in
the literature concerning pros and cons of the Special Olympics. The purpose of this article is to artic-
ulate and elaborate on concerns regarding the Special Olympics, to promote discussion about these is-
sues, and to suggest future directions for service delivery.

need to be made (Brickley, 1984; Hourcade, 1989; Orelove,
Wehman, & Wood, 1982; “Troubling Questions,” 1987). At the
same time, there have been articles that have promoted the
Special Olympics as a valuable program for people with de-
velopmental disabilities (Block & Moon, 1992; Hingsburger,
1997; Privett, 1999).

Overview of Concerns

The purpose of this article is to articulate and elaborate on
concerns regarding the Special Olympics, to promote discus-
sion about these issues, and to suggest future directions for
service delivery. Many of the examples provided are from
popular press sources, as these highlight the issues being dis-
cussed and also reflect on how the general population is pro-
vided with information regarding these issues.

Segregation

In the disability field, four different components of integra-
tion have generally been considered (Mank & Buckley, 1989;
Storey, 1993). These are physical integration, social integration,
relationships, and social networks. Wehman (1988) defined
integrated settings as “situations where nonhandicapped
workers or members of the public at large predominate” (p. 5).
Without physical integration there cannot be social integra-
tion, relationships, or social networks. However, mere physi-
cal presence may not necessarily lead to other forms of
integration (Rosenthal-Malek, 1998; Storey & Horner, 1991).

Social interactions that do occur between people with
and without disabilities at the Special Olympics are likely to
be short term and unlikely to develop into friendships or so-
cial networks. Here is an example:

My name is Jacob Dickinson. I’m 13 years old, and
I live in North Haven, Connecticut. I got to work at

What appropriate and state-of-the-art recreational services
are for people with developmental disabilities has changed dra-
matically over the past 30 years (Schilling & Coles, 1997;
Schleien, 1993; Schleien, Heyne, Rynders, & McAvoy, 1990;
Schleien, Meyer, Heyne, & Brandt, 1995). The change has been
from specialized, segregated services to services in inclusive
settings with appropriate supports (Mactavish & Schleien,
2000; Modell & Valdez, 2002; Polloway, Smith, Patton, &
Smith, 1996; Schleien, Green, & Heyne, 1993; Schleien & Ray,
1997). However, segregated recreational services still predom-
inate (Dattilo, 2002). Segregated activities are often seen as the
norm, and special associations have the responsibility for pro-
viding recreational services for people with disabilities. Thus,
there is a scarcity of requests for integrated services and few
resources to provide them, while people with developmental
disabilities often have an abundance of unstructured free time
(Schleien & Ray, 1997).

One of the most popular recreational programs for peo-
ple with developmental disabilities has been the Special Olym-
pics. The Special Olympics is a popular program with more
than 1 million participants and 500,000 volunteers. The Spe-
cial Olympics started when there were few recreational ser-
vices for people with disabilities. The mission of the Special
Olympics is 

to provide year-round sports training and athletic
competition in a variety of Olympic-type sports for
children and adults with mental retardation, giving
them continuing opportunities to develop physical
fitness,demonstrate courage, experience joy and par-
ticipate in a sharing of gifts, skills and friendship
with their families, other Special Olympics athletes
and the community. (Special Olympics, 2004)

However, over the years, several articles have raised a va-
riety of problems and concerns about the Special Olympics
and have suggested possible solutions or policy changes that
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the 1995 Special Olympics World Games. . . . When
the games finally started, I helped out at different
events. I worked at track and field. I carried athletes’
warm-up clothes in baskets from the starting line to
the finish line. I kicked a ball around with a soccer
team from Barbados to help them warm up before
a game. I made new friends. I became good pals
with a volunteer from Australia. I met athletes. We
talked about their sports. On the last day of the
games, I wasn’t too happy. All of my fun was over.
I went to the closing ceremony and saw all of my
new friends one last time. We said good-bye. We
promised to write to one another. (“Let me tell you,”
1995, p. 62)

Smart (2001) reviewed research indicating that superfi-
cial and casual interactions, such as those that occur in the
Special Olympics between people with and without develop-
mental disabilities, do not lead to a reduction in prejudice and
may actually reinforce negative stereotypes regarding people
with disabilities. As Johnson (2003) noted, events such as the
Special Olympics foster the “us against them” attitude (with
“them” being people with disabilities), and there has been a
backlash against disability rights in part due to people with
disabilities being in segregated settings and events and not
being part of mainstream society.

At best, the Special Olympics provide mere physical pres-
ence of nondisabled persons. There is no way around it; the
Special Olympics are a segregated event (Hourcade, 1989;
Storey, 1993; Wolfensberger, 1995). You can participate only if
you have a disability. The Special Olympics stand in contrast
with efforts to integrate people with disabilities into normal-
ized recreational settings (Schleien et al., 1993; Schleien, Green,
& Stone, 1999; Williams & Dattilo, 1997).

Lack of Functional Skills 

Functional curricula consist of teaching skills that have direct
and immediate utility in people’s lives within their communi-
ties and contribute directly to the attainment of greater inde-
pendence, self-sufficiency, and quality of life (F. Brown, Evans,
Weed, & Owens, 1987; L. Brown et al., 1979; L. Brown, Nietup-
ski, & Hamre-Nietupski, 1976; Wehman, Renzaglia, & Bates,
1985). A basic analysis of functionality is whether an individ-
ual who does not learn to perform a particular activity needs
to have someone else do it for him or her. If the answer is yes,
the activity is likely to be functional. Many of the Special
Olympics events are of doubtful functional value and do not
prepare people for the criterion of ultimate functioning (Ore-
love et al., 1982). How functional are some events, such as the
softball throw, where the participant throws to a spot on the
ground rather than to a person? It is important to note that
form refers to a specific motor act, whereas function focuses
on the outcomes that the activity achieves (F. Brown et al.,
1987). Thus, it is possible to teach a skill that achieves a cer-

tain form (passing a basketball) but does not achieve the func-
tion (the person is unable to pass a ball quickly and accurately
to teammates during a basketball game).

L. Brown et al. (1976) have suggested a series of questions
to ask of any activity or skill being taught to students. These
include,

Could students function as adults if they did not ac-
quire the skill? Is there a different activity that will
allow students to approximate realization of the cri-
terion of ultimate functioning more quickly and
more efficiently? Will this activity impede, restrict,
or reduce the probability that students will ulti-
mately function in community settings? (p. 9)

In the Special Olympics, there is a lack of skill acquisition, and
much precious teaching time of functional activities is lost. For
example, one newspaper article reported that “many of the
athletes spent two days a week for the past eight months train-
ing for the event” in which many persons participate once a
year (Gardiner, 1998, p. B1).

Age Inappropriateness 

Age-appropriate curricula involve materials and activities that
are consistent with a person’s chronological age (McDonnell,
Mathot-Buckner, & Ferguson, 1996; Wehman et al., 1985). As
Wilcox and Bellamy (1982) noted, because the goals of best
practices are in part to minimize the discrepancies between in-
dividuals with and without disabilities, educational arrange-
ments that exaggerate or highlight deviance labels should be
avoided, and age-inappropriate activities and materials stig-
matize the individual with a disability. Calhoun and Calhoun
(1993) found that chronological-age–appropriate activities
had an effect on how a person with a disability was perceived
by others, and that the use of age-inappropriate activities de-
creased the positive perceptions of people without disabilities.

The adult participants in the Special Olympics are often
perceived as children because both children and adults com-
pete at the same event, which often leads to the infantilization
of adults with disabilities. This infantilization leads to partic-
ipants’ being denied adult status and dignity (Fleischer &
Zames, 2001; Smart, 2001). This has especially been reflected
in newspaper reports of the Special Olympics. Each of the fol-
lowing quotes labels adults with disabilities as children, thus
reinforcing this stereotype for the general public:

“It just proves that something can be done for these
children,” said Doreen Selekane, one of the volun-
teers. (DePalma, 1997, p. A6)

The event gives kids the chance to compete.
(Cowles, 1998, p. 3)

Special day for special kids. . . . About 200 people
between the ages of 3 and 50 competed in the event.
(“Special Day,” 1999)



Rogers [intern director of Ventura County’s special
Olympics] said she and her co-workers cry every
year at the ceremonies. “It’s the spirit and excite-
ment,” she said. “The kids have just given their all.”
(Surman, 1999, p. B-1)

The impact of these articles may be long term in how the gen-
eral public views adults with developmental disabilities.

Lack of Normalization

In the Special Olympics, everyone wins (McGhee, 2002). In
real life, such is not always the case. It has been advocated that
individuals with disabilities should be allowed the dignity of
risk. As Perske (1972) noted, overprotection endangers the
person’s human dignity and tends to keep people with devel-
opmental disabilities from experiencing the normal taking of
risks in life, which is necessary for normal human growth and
development, and in which winning an event is a common oc-
currence. Learning how to accept and behave in these circum-
stances can be helpful for an individual. In other words, the
Special Olympics set up an artificial environment where the
rules are not the same as in integrated settings, which can limit
the generalization of skills.

There is also the problem of “huggers.” For example, in a
newspaper article titled “‘Huggers’ ready for Winter Special
Olympics,” it was noted that “the huggers are an important
part of the Special Olympics program, according to Susan
Wessinger of the Oregon Special Olympics office in Portland”
(Shotwell, 1989, p. B2). A New York Times article had a picture
of a person being hugged, with the caption,“The second-place
winner in a 3,000 meter run, Ludmila Kanushevskaj of the
Ukrainian team, got a hug from Rose Marie Spatafore, who
with Rose Carotenuto had come from Ansonia, Conn., to
watch the games” (Martin, 1995, p. 30). The Fresno Bee quoted
two Special Olympic directors: “‘We get paid,’ says Carolyn.
‘All the smiles and hugs we can get.’ ‘We’re big huggers,’ says
her husband. ‘The kids love it. So do we’” (Barberich, 2001,
p. E1).

People with developmental disabilities often have diffi-
culties engaging in appropriate social behavior (Chadsey &
Shelden, 1998; Hanley-Maxwell, Rusch, Chadsey-Rusch, &
Renzaglia, 1986). So here you have athletes being hugged by
complete strangers. The huggers set up a dilemma of teaching
inappropriate social behavior, where participants are encour-
aged to hug strangers. This can be especially problematic if
participants generalize this behavior to other settings and sit-
uations.

Coach in Dominant Role

In sports, the coach is expected to direct players as to what they
are to do. In the Special Olympics, the coach is a person with-
out a disability, and this means that the athletes are in a role
of being less able, more dependent, and unequal. This arrange-

ment makes it more difficult to establish friendships and so-
cial networks between participants with disabilities and coaches
without disabilities, because it is difficult to get around the
coach–athlete relationship. Research has found that equality is
a key ingredient to forming relationships (Amado, 1993; An-
thony, 1972; Newton, Olson, Horner, & Ard, 1996; Smart,
2001).

Promotion of Negative Images

Popular press accounts of the Special Olympics often reinforce
a negative, self-fulfilling prophecy that evokes sympathy, pity,
or stigma and promote negative stereotypes of people with de-
velopmental disabilities (Polloway & Smith, 1978; Shapiro,
1993; Wolfensberger, 1995). Here are a few examples:

Chad McFarlane, 13, of Medford triumphs over re-
tardation and his own hesitance in cross-country
skiing at the Special Olympics. . . . Part of a world-
wide network, the Oregon games this year drew
about 400 athletes who suffer from mental retarda-
tion to Mount Bachelor during the weekend to ski,
skate and even dance just for fun at a party in Sun-
river. (Ellis, 1989, p. B2)

Suppose behind the vacant, empty eyes, the gold
medal on the red, white and blue ribbon dazzled
them and meant something. Is it possible that the
mouth that could not control saliva was willed by
the brain to smile, but the muscles just couldn’t do
it? (Bombeck, 1987)

The Pittsburgh Press had a picture of a person being
hugged, with the caption “Special Hug” (Mellon, 1990, p. A1).
The Syracuse Herald-American said that it was difficult “de-
ciding where the ‘special’ ends and the ‘Olympics’ begins”
(Brieaddy, 1993, p. C1). An editorial in the same paper noted
that Special Olympics volunteers learn that “the mentally re-
tarded are ‘great kids’” (“A gift,” 1993, p. A8). A headline in
the Eugene Register-Guard stated, “Athletes win more than
medals.” A photo showed an athlete being hugged after par-
ticipating (Hurt, 1997, p. 1C). A headline in the Oakland Tri-
bune remarked “Special Olympics athletes win smiles: Races
belong to not-so-swift, not-so-strong” (Gardiner, 1998, p. B1).

Each of these examples reinforces negative stereotypes of
people with disabilities through their descriptions and use of
language, especially with phrases like “suffers from” (Blaska,
1993; Longmore, 1985; Vocational Rehabilitation Research In-
stitutes, 1997). These examples are consistent with the analy-
sis by Smart (2001) that language used by the broader society to
speak about devalued people has the following characteristics:

1. the words used to describe these people are
both offensive and demeaning;

2. the identifying words that are used to set these
people apart from the broader society make
very clear that these people do not “belong”
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with everybody else (this is called “distancing”
or “polarization”);

3. usually the language is not a self-identification—
people don’t use these terms to describe them-
selves;

4. the language usually “lumps” all the people per-
ceived to be in the group together regardless of
individual differences;

5. the labels used to describe people with disabili-
ties describe, often inaccurately, only one as-
pect of an individual’s identity (this is called
“reductionism”); and

6. society is very reluctant to change individual
language use, using the defense of ease of use
or of freedom of speech. (p. 56)

Promotion of Handicappism

Handicappism is a theory and set of practices that promote un-
equal and unjust treatment of people because of apparent or
assumed physical or mental disability (Bogdan & Biklen, 1977;
Bogdan & Knoll, 1995; Smart, 2001). Because the Special Olym-
pics were designed to serve only people with disabilities, they
focus the attention of the public on the disability rather than
on the person. Therefore, the Special Olympics perpetuate the
belief that there are two classes of people—“normal” and “dis-
abled”—and that people with disabilities need a recreation
program different from that provided to people without dis-
abilities (Orelove & Moon, 1984).

Lack of Empirically 
Verifiable Lifestyle Outcomes
It is surprising that there has been very little research concern-
ing the Special Olympics. There are no data indicating that the
Special Olympics provide quality-of-life outcomes for partic-
ipants, such as friendships, social networks, community par-
ticipation, and positive attitudes. The few published studies
show limited or mixed results (Brundige, Hautala, & Squires,
1990; Dykens & Cohen, 1996; Klein, Gilman, & Zigler, 1993;
Lord & Lord, 2000; Ninot, Bilard, & Sokolowski, 2000; Wilhite
& Kleiber, 1992). It is interesting to note that there has been
little assessment of the perception of the individuals with dis-
abilities who participate in the Special Olympics or of the in-
dividuals who choose not to participate.

Negative Outcomes

Several studies have reported negative findings regarding the
Special Olympics. These studies have included volunteers and
perceptions of the general public. For instance, Roper (1990a,
1990b) found that perceptions toward people with mental re-
tardation were not changed in a positive direction as a result
of contact as a volunteer at the Special Olympics and found that
certain features of the event reinforced negative perceptions.

Porretta, Gillespie, and Jansma (1996) used survey meth-
odology to assess the perceptions of various agencies and or-
ganizations regarding the Special Olympics.Among their results
was the finding that the Special Olympics needed to change its
mission to place more emphasis on inclusion.

Storey, Stern, and Parker (1990) found that a person por-
trayed in Special Olympic activities was judged to be less com-
petent than the same person portrayed in matched, integrated
community activities. The respondents regarded the woman
in the Special Olympics events as younger and felt that she
should be in more segregated school and recreational settings.

Burns, Storey, and Certo (1999) found that high school
service-learning students who volunteered at the Special Olym-
pics did not have a change in their attitudes toward persons
with severe disabilities as a result of their participation and had
lower attitudes than nondisabled high school students involved
in integrated service-learning activities.

Promotion of Corporations

Corporations will often provide fund-raising for nonprofit or-
ganizations along with promotion of the corporations (Stau-
ber & Rampton, 1995). However, with the Special Olympics,
these corporations are not promoting their hiring practices of
people with developmental disabilities, and the promotions
appear to be more for public relations value for the corpora-
tions (Fitzgerald, 1995;“ The Coca-Cola Company,” 2002). For
example, the Special Olympics Web site lists corporations that
have donated certain amounts to the Special Olympics and
provides links to the Web sites of these corporations (Special
Olympics, 2004). Other examples include,

The 28th annual summer games (1997) in Eugene
was sponsored primarily by AT&T Wireless Ser-
vices. . . . State Farm employees snapped instant
photos of the athletes competing and receiving rib-
bons. (Hurt, 1997, p. 1C)

Clark Refining & Marketing, Inc., announced today
the kickoff of its 1999 Special Olympics Sponsor-
ship Program. Clark’s goal in 1999 is to raise
$100,000 for the charity through company-wide in-
volvement, store promotions and sponsorship with
employees and communities.” (“Clark announces,”
1999, p. 1946)

A ShopKo event raised a record $2 million for the Spe-
cial Olympics (“ShopKo event,” 1999). Red Lobster and police
volunteers raised $1 million for the Special Olympics through
various promotions (“Red Lobster,” 1999). Cingular Wireless
has donated more than $2 million in an effort to raise $40 mil-
lion (“The Coca-Cola Company,” 2002).

Paternalism

Of the 48 members of the 2002 Board of Directors for the Spe-
cial Olympics, only 2 are identified as having developmental



disabilities. With other athletic competitions involving people
with disabilities (Deaf Olympics, ParaOlympics), people with
disabilities are in control of the organizations and activities
(e.g., the board members of the U.S.A. Deaf Sports Federation
are deaf). With the Special Olympics, people with disabilities
are “receiving” services, whereas those with decision-making
power are people without disabilities. This situation is in con-
trast to developments in the disability rights movement, where
people with disabilities control the service delivery system
(Charlton, 1997; Fleischer & Zames, 2001; Longmore, 1995;
Shaw, 1994; Smart, 2001).

Athletic Ability

Many people with developmental disabilities are often quite
capable of competing successfully in competitive sports with
nondisabled participants (Bernabe & Block, 1994; Block &
Malloy, 1998; Devine, McGovern, & Hermann, 1998; Lamplia,
1998; Roper & Silver, 1989). Other people with developmental
disabilities have been successfully integrated into noncompet-
itive recreational activities (Cooper & Browder, 1997; Hamre-
Nietupski et al., 1992; Schleien & Larson, 1986).

Financial Issues

Storey (1998) has raised concerns about the financial aspects
of the Special Olympics based on the 1995 Internal Revenue
Service (IRS) 990 reports (such as salary amounts and perks).
Among these findings are that the Special Olympics paid Sar-
gent Shriver, its CEO and chairman of the board, $5,640 for
the use of a company car. Chief operating officer Edgar May
received $135,633 in pay, plus $19,588 for the use of a com-
pany car and apartment. A look at their 2000 IRS 990 reports
(the most recent available when this was written) shows con-
tinued concerns in regard to salaries and other perks. For in-
stance, the salaries of the five highest paid employees other
than officers ranged from $104,550 to $200,000, with expense
accounts ranging from $1,820 to $2,708. Timothy Shriver, di-
rector, received $200,000 in salary, and Kimberly Elliott, the
chief operating officer, received $175,000 in salary. The na-
tional Special Olympics office has 40 employees making more
than $50,000 per year. Their compensation of their five high-
est paid independent contractors also raises concerns, with
more than $4 million going to direct marketing agencies and
$334,000 to investment managers.

Discussion

There are three overall choices regarding the Special Olympics
in terms of what, if anything, should be done to change the
current system. The first option would be not to change what
is happening and to keep the current structure in place. Given
the preceding arguments, this does not appear to be a viable
option.

The second option would be to reform the current struc-
ture but to keep the basic premise and conditions of the Special
Olympics. However, the basic premise of the Special Olympics
is wrong in regard to the inclusion of people with develop-
mental disabilities and is not in keeping with best practices in
the field. As Orelove et al. (1982) noted, “Many traditions in
our culture are valuable and inspirational; however, when tra-
dition infringes long-range social habilitation of a group of
citizens, . . . its benefits wane considerably” (p. 329). From a
systems change perspective, it does not appear to be logical to
keep a dual system in place for recreational services for peo-
ple with disabilities where one system promotes segregated
services and the other promotes inclusive recreational services
with appropriate supports (Lipsky & Gartner, 1997; Schleien
& Meyer, 1988).

The third option would be to discontinue or replace the
Special Olympics with programs in inclusive recreational lei-
sure situations (Moon, 1994). Over the past 20 years, the field
has moved from facilities to programs and then from pro-
grams to supports (Hagner, 2000). As Smith, Edelen-Smith,
and Stodden (1998) noted, changing from the “old ways” to the
“new ways” means taking away the familiar, and these changes
can be difficult, but it is important to question the basic as-
sumptions on which program and service systems are organized.
Some authors have suggested concepts such as the “Kennedy
games” (Hourcade, 1989) or the “National Youth Olympics”
(Rice & Fleck, 1988), where there is a formalized structure for
integrated recreational services. Others have advocated for
supports and services in typical recreational settings, and there
is an extensive empirical research base indicating that indi-
viduals with developmental disabilities can be successfully in-
cluded with appropriate supports (Dattilo, 2002; Kozub &
Porretta, 1996; Moon, 1994; Zhang, Gast, Horvat, & Dattilo,
1995). The continued support of segregated services can limit
the availability of more inclusive services (Anderson & Heyne,
2000).

A growing research base indicates that services and sup-
ports in typical recreational settings may be the best way of
achieving meaningful quality-of-life outcomes for people with
disabilities (Dattilo, 2002; Schleien et al., 1993). As person-
centered planning and self-determination become more
prevalent, individually planned and supported recreational
placements may replace more group- and center-oriented ser-
vices such as the Special Olympics (Browder, Cooper, & Lim,
1998; DiLeo, 1994; Garcia & Menchetti, 2003; Wehmeyer,
Agran, & Hughes, 1998).
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