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Background: Alpine skiing offers both opportunities and challenges for individuals with visual impairments. Despite its potential for inclusion, barriers persist that limit participation. Using an ableism-critical and interpretivist perspective, this study explores inclusion as a subjective experience from the perspective of alpine skiers with visual impairments, focusing on how sport-related abilities influence inclusive processes. The aim is to derive implications for the development of more inclusive sports practices.



Methods: A qualitative approach was used, drawing on episodic interviews with six adult skiers (five women, one man) with visual impairment from Germany, including both recreational to competitive athletes. A qualitative content analysis identified key themes related to skiing, abilities, and inclusion.



Results: A synthesis of the interview results revealed four key themes: (1) skiing as a booster for self-confidence, (2) skiing as proof of expertise and competence, (3) skiing under the radar, (4) skiing as a pathway to accessibility and inclusion. Participants reported increased self-confidence, improved motor and social skills, and enhanced advocacy for accessibility. While skiing itself was seen as inclusive, structural barriers including a lack of guides, a limited awareness of para-skiing, and segregated competitions restricted full participation. Conversations with sighted individuals revealed admiration for skiers’ abilities while but also exposed gaps in their understanding of adaptive skiing.



Conclusions: Skiing fosters independence, competence, and inclusion for individuals with visual impairment by enhancing skills and challenging ableist perceptions. However, systemic barriers, limited coverage and separate competitive structures, hinder full inclusion—as defined by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN CRPD)—and influence the subjective feeling of inclusion. Addressing these challenges requires greater awareness, improved access to guiding and policy changes to ensure equal participation. This study contributes to the discussion on ability, ableism, and the role of sports in inclusive practices.
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1 Introduction

The United Nations (1), the International Paralympic Committee (2) or Special Olympics (3) see sport as a means of successfully including individuals with disabilities. Abilities are often seen as a decisive characteristic for successful inclusion, through the demonstration of sporting abilities (4). The term inclusion often refers to a space in which individuals with disabilities are included (5). However, the term remains largely vague (6) and focused on education (7). In school sport research, one approach characterizing inclusion is through one's subjective experience (6, 8). According to Haegele and Maher (9, p. 390), subjective experiences are “dynamic, spatial, and in flux”. Although these authors primarily discuss inclusion as an intersubjective phenomenon, we apply the notion of dynamic and evolving experiences. As such, inclusion is not an absolute state that can be replicated in different spaces. In spaces designated as inclusive, feelings of inclusion may or may not occur depending on context and subjective experience (5, 10). In this research, we seek to understand inclusion as a subjective experience which complements the structural and institutional level of inclusion, in line with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) (11). This level is expanded to understand how structural inclusion can be experienced subjectively through the perspectives of individuals with disabilities (12).

In this research, we seek to understand inclusion as a subjective experience. While our analytical focus lies on individual perceptions, we understand these experiences as socially situated and relational. Following Haegele and Maher (9), we acknowledge that subjective experiences are shaped through intersubjective processes—e.g., interactions with others or power relations. This individual level complements the structural level of inclusion as the systemic conditions enabling equal participation. By focusing on the subjective level, we aim to explore how structural inclusion is experienced by individuals with disabilities—identifying both supportive and limiting factors within inclusive environments.

Despite the testimony of the positive benefits of inclusion of sport by national and international sports organisations, individuals with visual impairment (VI) demonstrate a lower level of sport participation than their non-disabled peers (13). Moreover, they encounter specific barriers that hinder their participation in sport (14, 15). The reduced physical activity of individuals with VI in comparison to their sighted peers is attributed to a combination of factors (16). Largely, it turns out that barriers are often associated with “an inaccessible environment that is generally designed with only those who most closely embody normative values in mind” (17, p. 212). A lack of accessibility can be interpreted as an expression of ableism, a concept derived from disability studies that can be understood as an analytical tool.

Ableism refers to the process of both appreciation and devaluation of certain abilities. While abilities are viewed in an individualised way, the evaluation of abilities is often associated with the upvaluation and devaluation of entire groups of individuals (18, 19). As Nario-Redmond (20, p. 6) points out, “Ableism can operate at multiple levels affecting personal self-perceptions, interpersonal interactions, and intergroup relations”. Consequently, ableism can have an impact on the sporting participation of individuals with disabilities (17, 21), also among individuals with VI (14, 22). Challenges of this nature can be observed in a variety of sports, including skiing. Such challenges may be encountered at the organisational, physical and social levels, and are often faced by individuals living with disabilities (23).

The history of para-skiing dates from the Second World War where veteran amputees revived skiing in Germany and Austria. These were individuals experienced in skiing who developed methods to resume and continue skiing. In 1953, the first international competitions were held in Bavaria, Germany, but no blind skiers participated. The skiing movement developed rapidly and culminated in the first Paralympic Winter Games in 1976 (24, 25). Three starting categories are included at the Paralympic Winter Games: standing, sitting and since 1998 visually impaired. In para-skiing for athletes with VI, there are different categories for women and men: alpine skiing, cross-country skiing, biathlon (26). Skiers with VI usually ski with a sighted companion (guide) who provides perceptual and orientation aids (27). The organisation of guiding is subject to different guidelines, depending on whether the sport is recreational or competitive.

In addition to a sporting activity, skiing is seen as a meaningful leisure experience that focuses on health and social experiences (27–29). Winter sports have been shown to offer inclusive potential through their various opportunities for participation in the context of private excursions, club sports or commercial providers, as well as through a “high social and communicative density” (27, p. 417).

Despite the potential for inclusivity in skiing, the participation of individuals with VI remains under-researched. Current studies focus on the classification system in Paralympic sport (30, 31) and injury prevention (32). Mavritsakis et al. (33) investigated the factors that impact participation in adaptive snow sports for persons with disabilities, concluding that snow sports can provide opportunities for the acquisition of new skills and socialisation.

However, inclusion as a subjective experience for individuals with VI in skiing and the skills learned and integrated into their everyday lives is questionable. Ableism is understood as both a theory and a research perspective to tap into explicit and implicit potentials for exclusion from the perspective of individuals with disabilities (14). We chose the ableism-critical perspective to identify ability assumptions towards individuals with VI and to recognize the influence of abilities from the perspective of individuals with VI on their everyday activities. In this study, abilities are understood as subjective and socially constructed characteristics, whose value and meaning are shaped in the context of and in relation to disability (18). Ableism is complex and is interpreted in different ways. In our work, we view ableism as “those social, socio-technical and technical processes that attribute abilities and talents to individuals, groups or things, whether in an appreciative or devaluing manner” (18).

Using an ableism-critical and interpretivist perspective (34), this study explored the perceptions of adult skiers with VI regarding their own inclusion with a focus on abilities and the impact of alpine skiing on the experience of inclusion. Interviews were conducted, and an ableist-critical lens was used to identify implicit exclusive potentials.



2 Materials and methods

This study follows a qualitative, interpretivist epistemology and a constructivist ontology. We assume that experiences of inclusion are socially constructed and understood through the subjective meanings attributed by individuals with VI. Reality is multiple and constructed through social interactions and individual experiences (34). Our aim is therefore not to find objective truths, but to understand how individuals with VI make sense of their experiences of inclusion in specific contexts. In doing so, we are interested in the influence of sporting abilities. The open conceptualization of abilities allowed participants to express their own interpretations of ability without being confined to predefined categories. This is in line with our qualitative design and the use of episodic interviews to capture subjective meaning. It also shaped the interpretation of the findings.

This study is part of a broader research initiative on abilities and inclusion, and it aims to address questions that emerged from a study with blind tennis players (35). The central research question of this study is: How do abilities inform the experience of inclusion for individuals with VI? In addition, the study examines the following subquestions: (a) What experiences do alpine skiers with VI have in conversations about skiing with sighted individuals? (b) What skills do skiers with VI take away from participating in alpine skiing? (c) Do alpine skiers with VI experience their sport as inclusive?


2.1 Sample and data collection

To achieve this, episodic interviews (36) were conducted. The episodic interview makes it possible to access “knowledge, experiences and changes from the perspective of the interviewees” (36, p. 278). Episodic interviews are designed to access both episodic (situation-specific) and semantic (generalized) knowledge from participants. The interviewees are free to decide which experiences they wish to report. This creates different perspectives on how individuals subjectively interpret their experiences. In this way, the skiers' perspectives on the role of abilities in inclusive processes are made visible.

The first recruitment of participants took place through a trainer during a training course on “skiing with handicap”. No strict inclusion or exclusion criteria were applied during sampling; the main objective was to recruit individuals with VI who had personal experience in alpine skiing, regardless of their performance level. Interested persons contacted the second author on the basis of the study information provided. Further two contacts were found via the interviewees. Six individuals (five women, one man; average age 35) from six different German federal states volunteered to participate in the interviews. The participants provided electronic informed consent. The interviewees were both amateur and competitive athletes. Four interviewees had a competitive sports background. Of the four interviewees, two were no longer active in competitive sports at the time of the interview but were still skiing. All interviewees were experienced skiers, each had accumulated a substantial number of hours on skis during the years. Supplementary Table S1 in the appendix summarizes further information on the interviewees.

Interviews were conducted in German via Zoom in November 2024 by the first and second author and audio was digitally recorded after obtaining the participants' consent. The interviews lasted between 30 and 64 min (average time 43 min). The questions were asked in accordance with the established guidelines. The semi-structured interview guide based on the conceptual framework of the study was initially developed by the first author and subsequently revised in collaboration with the second author. The final version was the result of joint discussion and agreement between both authors. The interview guide contains these sample questions, among others:


	•Can you describe situations in your everyday life where you apply skills you acquired through skiing?

	•Thinking back to the time before you started skiing—how has skiing changed you as a person?



The sequence of questions was maintained, however, there was flexibility in the form, with questions excluded, rephrased or expanded upon as the interview progressed (36). All interviews were conducted and analyzed in German. After the interviews, all audio files were fully transcribed using the transcription software sonixx. All interviewees were assigned pseudonyms. The data was anonymized after transcription (e. g. cities, clubs, names). Selected sample questions and quotes were translated into English by the first author for the purpose of publication, with careful attention preserving the original meaning and context.



2.2 Data analysis

The data were analyzed using a content-structuring qualitative content analysis (37), to identify key themes and patterns relevant to the research question. The method of analysis is considered appropriate for episodic interviews (37) and has been used repeatedly in similar thematic contexts (8). The coding was carried out in a deductive-inductive hybrid form (37). Categorization was based on the approach of first defining a priori categories according to the interview guide. The material was initially coded deductively to obtain a structure. a priori categories (Para)Skiing, Abilities, and Inclusion functioned as a structuring framework and were further developed and differentiated in the analysis process. The three main categories were retained in the analysis process, whereby the category (Para)Skiing was renamed Skiing in line with the interviewees' use of the term. Subsequently, these categories were expanded to include subcategories in a multi-step inductive process.

In the Inclusion category, the subcategories Understanding of inclusion, Inclusive potential of skiing, and Accessibility were formed. Following the initial coding process and the inductive determination of the subcategories, thematic overlaps were identified in the Skiing and Abilities categories. With the objective of addressing the research question—How do abilities inform the experience of inclusion for individuals with VI?—the subcategories were systematized and defined. In a subsequent coding process, the differentiated category system was applied to the six interviews, resulting in the combination of two subcategories: Abilities for guiding was subsumed under the subcategory Abilities in skiing, and the subcategory Perception of abilities was further differentiated into Reconstructed external perception and Self-perception. The complete and final category system (see Figure 1) was created by the first author and reviewed independently by the second.
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FIGURE 1
Coding system.


In the final step of the analysis, the subcategories were not only grouped, but analytically synthesized across the cases to identify recurring patterns and shared meanings. Common experiences and underlying structures in the interviewees' narratives could thus be abstracted and thematically categorized. The interpretation was supported by case summaries, comparisons between the interviews and discussions between the first and second author. While participants at times reflected on how others may perceive them, the analysis focuses on the subjective experiences and interpretations of the interviewees. Thus, all findings are based on participants' individual reconstructions rather than on intersubjectively negotiated meanings.

A synthesis of the interview results revealed four key themes, which are presented in Chapter 3 Findings.



2.3 Trustworthiness

We have considered aspects of trustworthiness in the different phases of the research process (38). All authors have experience in dealing with individuals with VI through professional and private contacts. The first author works as a physical education teacher with children and adolescents with VI and also works in teacher education. The second author is a qualified ski instructor and works with children and adolescents with VI. Prior to the interviews, the first author was not familiar with the interviewees, while the second author had a previous academic connection with one participant. We acknowledge that this background may influence the research process and the interpretation of data. To enhance reflexivity and confirmability, we made our positionalities transparent and reflected on our roles throughout the process.

To support the rigor and quality of the study, we used various strategies. To support the internal quality of the study and to establish credibility, dependability and comprehensibility (37), the methodological procedure was set out in the methods section and additional material was provided in the form of figures and tables. To enhance authenticity of the study, we gave background information on the authors in relation to the study. Moreover, we have included a large number of quotes from the interviewees and aimed to reflect their language where appropriate. For example, identity-based language was frequently used by participants. To reflect the linguistic tone of the interviews and remain close to participants' terminology, we adopted the term “sighted persons” in the manuscript. At the same time, we consistently applied person-first language for individuals with visual impairments. To assess generalizability, Supplementary Table S1 provides additional information on the interviewees in order to assess the transferability of the data to other contexts. Further limitations are discussed in detail in the Limitation section.




3 Findings

The results of this study provide insights into the subjective experiences of athletes with VI in alpine skiing, with a focus on their perceptions of inclusion and abilities. A detailed analysis of the interviews revealed that the six interviewees exhibited notable parallels in their experiences, challenges, and perspectives on alpine skiing despite their varied backgrounds and life paths. The focus of the interviewees was primarily on skiing with social aspects being discussed marginally. The primary focus of the analysis was the Abilities category, which has a close connection to the subcategories Visibility, Inclusive potential and Accessibility. These subcategories were also included in the analysis.

A synthesis of the interview results revealed four key themes: skiing as a booster for self-confidence; skiing as proof of expertise and competence for oneself and others; skiing under the radar; skiing as a pathway to accessibility and inclusion. The findings are presented in detail below.


3.1 Skiing as a booster for self-confidence

All interviewees emphasized that skiing enabled them to enhance their self-confidence. Through skiing, they developed personal competencies such as adaptability, self-confidence, organizational skills, and problem-solving strategies in their daily lives. For instance, Lara and Lilli described how they applied their gained self-confidence in everyday life when dealing with their visual impairment:


“But skiing was just a big part of me just dealing with my visual impairment really confidently and just openly saying what I need.” (Lara)




“And that gave me a bit of courage to think that I can and should try everything, even if you think in advance: can it work?” (Lilli)



Karin and Peter emphasized the flexibility they had gained in dealing with challenges or unforeseen circumstances:


“Because you are always in the situation, which of course happens to you in everyday life, that something goes completely differently than you imagined and then you have to see how you can get on.” (Karin)




“So I'd say the phrase would be: “There's always another way’. If one thing doesn't work, then we just have to try something else.” (Peter)



Parallels can be drawn to the research of Conroy (39) on recreational ski programs for children, in which skiing was found to contribute to building trust and self-esteem, developing self-confidence, and thereby overcoming everyday challenges. The interviewees in our study identified not only personal competencies but also additional skills they had acquired or further developed through skiing. They described an improved body awareness and enhanced coordination skills because of skiing. These terms were used by the interviewees in various contexts and were not always clearly distinguishable in meaning. Many interviewees perceived their improved body awareness as an advantage in practicing other sports, such as fitness, climbing, or cycling. Additionally, the motor and sensory skills they had acquired played a significant role in their orientation and mobility in everyday life:


“It's very good training for balance. It may be a bit high, but it's definitely also a bit of fall prevention.” (Karin)




“I'm now quicker on my feet, which also helps me in everyday life. I simply have more overall tension. I'm more stable. I have a better sense of balance. Even at a standstill.” (Peter)




“[..] that I walked through the city in a completely different way, that I, um, that my physical body perception changed a lot and I had much less orientation before and that gave me a lot.” (Nora)



Against the backdrop of altered orientation in snow and ice (40) improved skills through skiing can contribute to safer movement during the winter months (27). The significance of skiing fostering orientation and mobility has been demonstrated in studies conducted with children with VI or blindness (39). Other sporting activities have also been shown to contribute to the development of orientation and mobility skills, as evidenced by research conducted by Oldörp et al. (35) in adults.

In addition to sports motor skills and ski-specific techniques, the interviewees highlighted social and personal skills (e.g., organizational skills, reliability, teamwork, communication, courage, and fearlessness) as well as cognitive and sensory skills (e.g., mindfulness, cognitive flexibility, concentration, body awareness, visual and auditory perception) as the foundation for alpine skiing. The interviewees also identified specific skills for skiing with visual impairment or blindness:


“So right now, we also have to speak, listen and react at the same time and then we have to implement this in our bodies.” (Nora)




“[..] and then I can also combine the visual with what I can hear, so to speak. I get the commands acoustically and I can also see my guide quite well.” (Helena)



Guiding played a particularly significant role for all interviewees, with all six athletes describing specific skills required from both the skier and the guide: teamwork, communication skills, trust, and adaptability.


“The ability to build trust and, when you have it, to rely uncompromisingly on the command.” (Peter)




“And I believe that I can ride with almost anyone, because I can explain what I need in relatively simple terms.” (Nora)



Similar parallels can be drawn with the studies by Hiemstra and Rana (10) as well as Ball et al. (16) on runners with VI, and Macpherson (22) on blind hikers with their guides. In their studies, trust and communication were identified as key factors for a successful running or hiking experience.



3.2 Skiing as proof of expertise and competence for oneself and others

The categories of Reconstructed external perception and Self-perception distinguish between “the experience of abilities and the attribution of these abilities” (18). This theme will be explored in more depth in the following subthemes.


3.2.1 Reconstructed external perception of abilities

The Reconstructed external perception of abilities is based on the interviewees' subjective descriptions of how they think they are perceived by sighted individuals in their sport or everyday life. This shows an interaction between the perception of one's own ability and the assumed assessments by others.


“I want to be perceived as a human being and not as the blind one.” (Peter)



However, these assessments are not always based on direct feedback from sighted individuals, but on the experiences and interpretations of the interviewees. In some cases, interviewees reported being ascribed or denied abilities; however, these attributions were often made based on their own perceptions and not necessarily on the basis of explicit statements or assessments by sighted individuals. In this study, the category Reconstructed external perception does not refer to an objectively collected perspective, but rather a perception reconstructed from the interviewees' stories. This reconstruction was achieved through an ableism-critical lens, and it does not necessarily reflect explicit statements by the interviewees. Rather, it reflects the social interpretation patterns that are recognizable in their descriptions.

In both skiing and in their everyday interactions at work, university or in their leisure time, the interviewees had experiences that they interpreted as reactions from others to their abilities. In the interviews, they described situations, experiences and conversations with sighted individuals. According to the interviewees' accounts, they experienced a range of reactions that were interpreted in the coding process as (a) admiration and appreciation and (b) underestimation and surprise.


	(a)Admiration and Appreciation



The interviewees reported positive feedback received for their achievements in skiing or other areas of their lives.


“And um, yes, then I remember a situation where I did a parallel slalom against a non-disabled person and um, yes, the times were really close. [..] And then you get to the finish and you also get the appreciation from the other person.” (Helena)




“That's what the coach [from one sport] always says, too, that it's really amazing how my body feeling is compared to the other athletes [..].” (Lara)



There are notable parallels with the supercrip motif, which is characterized by a specific perspective on individuals with disabilities, emphasizing their abilities and achievements in a manner that glorifies and idealizes their capabilities. This viewpoint is problematic, as it presents a stereotypical and distorted depiction of the abilities of individuals with disabilities (41). An opposite reaction was shown in subtheme (b) underestimation and surprise.


	(b)Underestimation and Surprise



In contrast to admiration, the interviewees also described situations in which their abilities were doubted or met with disbelief. The interviewees shared how surprised observers were by their competence and performance on skis. For example, Helena recalled feedback she received after a competition:


“Wow, that run went really well for you. And your times are really close to non-disabled times, basically.” (Helena)



This demonstrates that certain normative concepts of skiing are not transferable to the ideas of skiing held by individuals with VI. This is also evident in the following question that was posed to Nora:


“If we can drive fast and things like that.” (Nora)



Ableist assumptions about the abilities of individuals with VI can lead to the underestimation of their capabilities. Closely linked to this are doubts about the abilities of individuals with VI, such as concerns regarding potential risks or dangers:


“So that's the classic question: “How do you even see the slope?’ or “Aren't you overlooking people?’ I think that's also a bit of a fear with other people. Especially if they are skiers, as if I could drive over them.” (Lilli)



Karin expressed similar thoughts about her experiences. She emphasized afterward that individuals with VI are not only capable of skiing, but also possess knowledge of implicit rules:


“We are not a risk to the environment or to ourselves, we have learned it. We have learned the sport and we want to do the sport. And we know that we have to stick to certain rules.” (Karin)



Comparable experiences were also reported by interviewees in everyday situations:


“Then they want to practically shove a chair under my butt. Or they give me a fork and say: “This is a fork.’ Which makes me think: Hello?!” (Peter)



In the situation outlined by Peter, individuals with VI experienced a denial of certain abilities, which can be attributed to the social construct of disability and its subsequent influence on perceived visibility. “It is assumed that abilities are not something that can be described ontologically, but rather a relational [italics in original, FO] variable that is tied to the social position of the observer and thus ideologically shaped.” (18). Peter described a situation in which his skiing abilities served as a primary source of information about his identity, leading to a misperception among sighted individuals regarding his disability status:


“And then we drove, swung off at the end and then I was standing next to someone who looked at me, looked at my glasses and said: “How can you see with these?’ And then I just pointed to my jersey and he just collapsed.” (Peter)



Similarly, the interviewees in the study by Ball and Haegele (14) reported that individuals did not believe that they were visually impaired.



3.2.2 Self-perception of one's own abilities

Self-perception refers to how the interviewees perceived their own abilities and how this perception influenced their self-image and actions. The self-perception of the interviewed skiers is characterized by pride, self-confidence, and an active approach to their disability. Skiing is seen by the interviewees to strengthen self-confidence and experience themselves as capable. Strong interactions exist between the categories of Reconstructed external perception and self-perception of abilities. The enhancement of self-confidence through skiing is described by all six interviewees in different contexts. The perception of their own abilities and the associated achievements in skiing emerge as crucial elements in the development of self-confidence and pride for all six interviewees.


“I would say it boosted my self-confidence because I realized that I'm more athletic now and have some skills, I would say, and can keep up quite well with others who don't have a disability. And that has really boosted my self-confidence.” (Helena)




“Well, I was self-confident before, I wasn't hiding, but I just realized: Yes, I can do something here that others can't, that others also think is kind of awesome. Um I'm certainly a bit proud of myself as a result.” (Peter)



This issue is also closely related to the management of one's own visual impairment in both sporting activities and daily life. It encompasses more than simply demonstrating competence to others; it also involves navigating self-imposed limits, as Lilli and Karin articulated:


“And I think it [skiing] has made me more self-confident, because I know that a visual impairment doesn't just have to mean limitations, but that somehow everything is possible.” (Lilli)




“For the disability itself, I think I'm just incredibly happy that it works, and I think it's nice that there are ways and means of overcoming some of your own prejudices [..].” (Karin)



It is possible that Karin's “own prejudices” may be attributed to internalized ableism (14). A similar interpretation can be applied to Lara's statement:


“You often start to say, you're often taught from the outside, “Okay, that's not possible because of the disability’ [..].” (Lara)



These internalized prejudices can have a negative impact on self-perception and affect other areas, so that individuals do not feel confident doing certain sports or other activities in everyday life (17). Moreover, these prejudices can result in feelings of exclusion from inclusive environments, potentially due to perceived inadequacies caused by ascribed abilities (42).

Skiing seems to take on a special significance when abilities are negotiated with oneself and with sighted individuals.


“I think that's always an ace up my sleeve [..] if I feel a bit smaller because of my visual impairment, I can still say—“I'm skiing, maybe you're not’. That gives me a lot, because I know that's an ability you can be proud of and maybe even more so with my visual acuity. So yes, it does give me a little something that I can do that.” (Lilli)




“When I talk about my visual impairment, because then it's not directly perceived as a weakness, but okay, she is still strong. Or in general, when I talk about everything else I do. So that really strengthens me.” (Lara)



Through skiing, the interviewees experienced a shift in how they were perceived by others. As May-West et al. stated (29, p. 362), having “an activity that any sighted person has the opportunity to do, is something that builds confidence and helps to challenge the perceptions of others to see those with significant visual impairment as equals”.




3.3 Skiing under the radar

All six interviewees reported on conversations with different individuals (colleagues, friends, fellow students) in different contexts (on the ski slopes, in everyday life) about skiing. The conversations with others revealed that para-skiing is often an unknown sport:


“Sometimes I get the feeling that people think: “Yeah, she's taking the piss, as if she's alpine skiing’. And then they look on the internet and see, yeah okay, she really does that.” (Nora)




“I think it's more of a brief shock or surprise. But yes, it is. You get asked more because it's something special.” (Lilli)



In their conversations about skiing, the interviewees expressed a lack of knowledge on the sport, but also a profound level of interest in learning more about the sport. On occasion, these conversations also revealed a high degree of appreciation for skiing in conversations:


“Yes, I also sometimes find it strange when someone celebrates skiing as incredible and I think: yes, basically I do the same as you, I just ski down there.” (Peter)



The athletes used the conversations to raise awareness of para-skiing and break down prejudices.


“Yes, mostly, because some of them have never heard of it or never seen it or something. [..] So, for example, they grew up somewhere in [town] or whatever and were skiing in their ski area and saw people with one jersey on, skiing behind each other and shouting at each other. Then they usually couldn't classify it beforehand and thought yes, they're having fun and then, when they talked to me and we talked about alpine para-skiing, they could just classify it [..].” (Helena)



Many of these conversations took place through an equal professional exchange (Karin) or to establish contact with other individuals (Helena).


“Now the season is starting again, at the moment it's all about gaining experience with protectors and recommendations and collecting a bit of information about what's available.” (Karin)




“So, it's just a normal conversation at the same level with people who don't have a disability. Especially at university now, [..].” (Helena)



The limited visibility of the sport was identified as a significant concern and could be attributed to the limited awareness among sighted individuals, and secondly, to the media's lack of interest, and the limited involvement of spectators. However, amidst these concerns, some interviewees also noted positive developments in visibility, though they did not provide specific examples.


“But apart from that, at the races it's really, really sad how few spectators there are. I also raced in the World Cup and even in the World Cup there's simply no one there. In fact, sometimes nobody. At most there are parents who come by, acquaintances who really know an athlete.” (Lara)




“And I think it's a shame that there is this threefold division [Olympics, Paralympics, Special Olympics]. And on the other hand, yes, visibility has increased significantly in recent years and that's important.” (Karin)



The skiers expressed their appreciation for sporting events held alongside non-disabled athletes, citing the increased presence of spectators and the opportunity to compete against a wider range of skiers as key benefits.


“But this ski league is simply with non-disabled athletes. And um, yes, that's actually the most fun for me, to be honest. Because there are a lot more people taking part and the one or other spectator sometimes.” (Helena)



Separate structures not only prevent joint contacts, but also minimize visibility. Karin points out that without visibility, the achievements of individuals with VI cannot be adequately highlighted:


“[..] and the hope would of course be that it would then have a further impact on the general labor market and that you simply see that people have more potential than you think they have at first glance.” (Karin)



There are parallels here with the aims of the Special Olympics, which utilize sport as a means to draw attention to the potential of individuals with disabilities (4).



3.4 Skiing as a pathway to accessibility and inclusion

The skills and competencies learned and improved through skiing were used by the interviewees in their everyday lives, e.g., in other sports or in orientation and mobility, as described above, which gave them greater access to sports and exercise culture. The skills learned through skiing also played an important role in relation to the lack of accessibility in the interviewees' everyday lives. The interviewees experienced a lack of accessibility for individuals with VI primarily in the context of work and university, as well as in their school life or previous sporting activities:


“And then handball is still more about competition in the junior phase. Yes, and then it just wasn't so much fun for me anymore, because before that, for example, people were always calling my name or something so that I could pay attention and concentrate to catch the ball and then they weren't allowed to do that afterwards because it gave the opponent an advantage and stuff like that.” (Lara)




“I would very much like to see digital accessibility considered in all programs from the beginning and not to be presented with a program afterwards: Yes, we've decided on this, it's convenient for everyone. Oh, you can't use it?” (Karin)




“Yes, that all the documents are accessible to me and that's rarely the case. So yes, integration. Yes, I would say it's integration, because I'm allowed to study, but it's not inclusion, because I have to run to the front every time. There are-, I think now there were maybe two profs where I didn't have any problems.” (Lara)



Moreover, a significant number of interviewees identified a general lack of accessibility in their daily lives.


“Well, it would be nice to get to a point where you no longer have to request your rights [..].” (Karin)




“At the climbing center, for example. I don't know if you've ever been there, but the numbers of the boulders are up there. [..] Yes, and then I always walk around there with my mobile phone and take photos of the routes and zoom in on the numbers. Little things like that. That's the simple solution in itself, but it's just something that happens so often.” (Lara)



The interviewees reported how they used the abilities they had acquired through skiing in everyday life to highlight exclusionary issues in their studies or work. For example, Helena points out a lack of accessible work documents to their teachers:


“That all materials are uploaded to the learning platform we use from the very beginning. That there is simply an extra folder. Accessible slides and a folder with normal slides, let's put it that way, and that you don't have to ask for it, it's just there. That would be my ideal, my ideal vision.” (Helena)



They also used their experience and abilities to motivate their peers with VI:


“I'd just say do what you feel like doing and don't let the fact that someone says it won't work stop you. Go for it.” (Lara)



Standing up for their own interests sometimes required courage and tenacity from the interviewees. For many, the self-confidence gained through skiing proved to be the main driving force:


“[..] and in regular school I wouldn't have had the courage to go to the front all the time and say yes, anyway, you have to do this on my laptop now.” (Lara)




“That some of my work is not accessible. And I don't think that ten years ago I would have been so insistent and wouldn't keep asking and asking and asking that it works and that I can do my work without obstacles.” (Nora)



Accessibility was an important topic in the interviewees' everyday lives, and particularly in skiing. The interviewees reported no barriers in relation to skiing and generally saw skiing as inclusive. All six interviewees viewed it as positive “that skiing is actually really good even with a visual impairment if you have a guide” (Helena) and that shared experiences are constructed through “the same passion” (Peter). May-West et al. (29) also arrived at the conclusion that skiing can be regarded as inclusive due to the fact that the sport can be adapted to the differing needs of athletes. In the present study, the methodological adaptations and the practice of skiing with guides can also be regarded as an obstacle to inclusion, as evidenced by the interviewees' narratives, insofar as these symbolize deviations from the skiing of sighted individuals and label those individuals as visually impaired:


“Because it doesn't matter whether you're on the slopes with a speaker, with a guide or whether you're on your own with a white cane. You never get lost in the crowd. [..] People are watching anyway, whether I'm on the slope or not.” (Karin)



A lack of guides, on the other hand, can be seen as an obstacle to participation and inclusion:


“And the first year I think I only went on two courses because I was looking for a guide and the structures weren't there yet. I had to find a guide myself.” (Lara)



As Macpherson (22) and Ball et al. (16) also found, participants in their respective studies, identified the lack of availability of guides as a significant barrier to participation in hiking or running. The data in our study revealed that all interviewees were guided by family members at the beginning of their skiing careers—a practice which continues. Guide changes occurred when family members were unavailable or when the skiing skills between the skier and guide were great. As posited by Ball et al. (16) the investment of time required to find a new guide, and to establish a shared understanding of skiing was also a barrier. Another salient barrier on the slopes is the presence of other skiers who ski between the guide and the skier, despite being specially marked:


“We also have the problem that if, for whatever reason, the distance between us becomes too big or it gets too busy, then people drive between us.” (Peter)



The lack of joint events for individuals with and without disabilities was also an obstacle to inclusion, as described above in relation to competitions. This also applies to the organization of recreational skiing trips.


“But that's something that is actually the responsibility of the organizers. Because if I organize it from the beginning so that the sighted and the blind are in two different accommodations, then it's no longer inclusive.” (Karin)



Nevertheless, the interviewees' conversations in their private lives also lead to contacts through skiing, e.g., at university:


“Especially at university now, because [the city] is a place where people ski, and that's why a lot of people ski at university and then you talk about it and most of them think it's really cool and then you go skiing together and can connect easily, I think.” (Helena)



To summarise, it can be posited that the interviewees developed a variety of sporting, social and cognitive skills through skiing, which play a central role for them both in their everyday lives including their sporting experiences. These findings underscore the role of abilities in promoting inclusive processes and reflecting on the implications for practice. The following section is dedicated to the interpretation of the results in relation to our research questions and their placement in the existing research context.




4 Discussion

In consideration of the research question—How do abilities inform the experience of inclusion for individuals with VI?—it is evident that abilities played a significant role in the interviewees’ narratives. On the one hand, the interviewees used their abilities in everyday life and to manage a lack of accessibility. On the other hand, the interviewees' narratives can be interpreted from an ableist perspective implying certain assumptions about the abilities of individuals with VI. There is a need for a critical reflection on ableist constructions of ability, derived from the interviewees' narratives and based on their subjective interpretations. These perceptions are often shaped by societal notions of individuals who are blind, not grounded in direct knowledge but rather in prejudices and assumptions. These prejudices are influenced by “purely visual perception and interpretation patterns” (43, p. 212). Communication styles can reinforce existing prejudices and conceptions of disability, but conscious communicative processes can also challenge and reshape conceptions of disability (20).

However, it is important to acknowledge that all participants were highly experienced and committed to skiing. As such, the positive effects described—particularly the boost in self-confidence—reflected the perspectives of those who are and remained engaged in this sport. The experiences of individuals who may have discontinued skiing due to challenges or exclusion were not captured in this study and warrant further exploration. This limitation also highlights the need for further research into the inclusion experiences of those who have faced difficulties accessing or continuing participation in alpine skiing.

With regard to subquestion (a)—What experiences do alpine skiers with VI have in conversations about skiing with sighted individuals?—it can be stated that the athletes used the opportunity in the conversations to make contacts and provide information about the sport. This can have the effect of changing external perceptions and increase visibility, especially if the conversations are mutually respectful and beneficial (20). The interviewees' experiences in the conversations are often positive but tend to be accompanied by admiration and a lack of knowledge about para-skiing. According to Nario-Redmond (20), frequently exaggerated positive assessments of the actions of individuals with disabilities arise from both benevolent attitudes and low expectations. The knowledge about alpine skiing consists of alpine skiing of sighted individuals, based “on normative, ableist structures, which set this specific sports context as the norm or “ideal’” (10, p. 4). Interactions between individuals with and without VI can challenge certain everyday practices (43). In this context, skiing serves as a mediator, as the interviewees shared their skiing experiences with others, demonstrating that individuals with VI can ski and engage in similar recreational activities as sighted individuals. In doing so, the skiers challenged ableist perspectives and contributed to both the normalization of the sport and the broader recognition of individuals with VI. Similar findings were reported by cross-country skiers with VI by May-West et al. (29).

However, the practice of using a sport as a means of demonstrating ability should be critically examined, as access to sports and physical activity for individuals with VI remains limited by various barriers (14, 15, 44–46) preventing some individuals from engaging in sports. Moreover, this perspective excludes individuals who, for various reasons, are unable to present themselves as capable (47). The notion of demonstrating abilities to replace the category of disability has been critically assessed by Oldörp et al. (48). Further research is needed, particularly involving individuals with disabilities (12).

Regarding subquestion (b)—What skills do skiers with VI take away from participating in alpine skiing?—two key areas can be identified: motor skills for sports and mobility, as well as personal competencies for everyday life. The interviewees increasingly advocated for their needs and rights, citing skiing as a source of their increased self-confidence. The significance of self-advocacy as an ability was confirmed in the research conducted by Ball et al. (16) and Rich et al. (45) with runners and rowers with VI. The ability to advocate for one's own interests is recognized in both studies as a crucial factor for participation in sports and competitions, particularly when inclusive structures are lacking or access to opportunities is restricted. Our study demonstrates that skiers primarily engaged in self-advocacy in the areas of work and education. Lieberman and Childs (49) advocate for teaching self-advocacy skills to children and adolescents to enhance their participation in school and recreational sports. However, this perspective appears problematic, as successful inclusive processes should not depend solely on the individual and their abilities. Framing inclusion in this way risks neglecting the need for broader societal change.

Nevertheless, improving sports participation among children and adolescents is a crucial measure, as access to physical education is often limited (46, 50) and inactive students are more likely to become inactive adults (5). In addition to the physical barriers, ableist body narratives (51), standardized performance expectations (52), and teacher behavior (5, 53) contribute to negative experiences in physical education. The findings of Sträter and Stegemann's study (54) on guiding of skiers with VI in sport teacher education highlight the importance of addressing inclusion-specific topics within teacher education programs. Through alpine para-skiing, students developed a positive attitude toward a specific aspect of diversity. Further research should examine whether this effect can be replicated in other sports contexts and with a broader concept of inclusion. These findings align with the recommendations of Grenier and Giese (55), who argue that university-based physical education teacher training must incorporate critical perspectives on ableism to reflect on exclusionary mechanisms within school sports. This perspective should be extended to the training of coaches across all performance levels (56), instructors, and other professional groups to reduce disability-related biases (45, 57).

Dealing with the continued inaccessibility of sport opportunities and a lack of barrier-free environments can be exhausting. Coping strategies, personal competencies, or additional skills are necessary to address these challenges and maintain motivation for sports (14). Sports activities themselves (13, 58) or spending time in nature (59) are frequently used as coping strategies. “However, opportunities for these experiences, momentary or otherwise, were much harder to find due to the ableist conceptions of risk and vulnerability often encountered with sight impairment” (59, p. 318). This becomes particularly problematic when ableist conceptions and prejudices are internalized by individuals with VI. “Internalized ableism is defined as the process of projecting negative thoughts and feelings onto oneself based on societal stereotypes surrounding disability. In instances of internalized ableism, disabled people internalize society's beliefs that being disabled is an inferior form of being […]” (14, p. 2). Traces of internalized ableism were occasionally evident in the statements collected in our study which can influences competence (17). However, skiing helped the interviewees perceive themselves as competent and capable. Similar findings were observed in the study by Oldörp et al. (35), in which blind tennis players developed “competent identities” through their sport. Participation in sports thus emerges as a crucial factor, particularly given that individuals with VI engage in less physical activity than their sighted peers. The reasons for this lower level of physical activity are often linked to a lack of accessibility and internalized ableism. Diverse experiences of individuals with disabilities are essential for understanding and analyzing inclusion experiences and for drawing relevant conclusions for sports practice (10).

Regarding subquestion c)—Do alpine skiers with VI experience their sport as inclusive?—no definitive conclusions can be drawn. From the perspective of the interviewees, skiing is inclusive because it is accessible to individuals with VI, a finding supported by the study of May-West et al. (30). However, skiing is not perceived as inclusive when, as previously discussed, separate structures exist for athletes with and without disabilities in both competitive and recreational settings. Separate competitive structures were perceived by some athletes as non-inclusive and limiting the visibility of the sport. A lack of spectators and the sport's low public recognition were also reported as negative experiences among blind tennis players (35).

For individuals with disabilities, ski trips often require additional planning efforts to find accessible services and routes (e.g., transportation, accommodation, and local facilities) and to secure limited spots in advance (60). Guiding was generally viewed positively in our study, which may be attributed to the fact that all interviewees had extensive skiing experience and were well-connected within the community. However, for beginners and occasional skiers, the lack of available guides could represent a barrier to participation. That missing guides can hinder sports participation was demonstrated in the work of Ball et al. (16) and Macpherson (22).

The connection between (lack of) accessibility and feeling inclusion—the presence of feelings of appreciation and belonging from the perspective of people with disabilities—is an important factor when evaluating spaces designated as inclusive. As Maher et al. (61) demonstrate in their qualitative study, subjective feelings of inclusion are often closely linked to environmental and structural conditions in sport. Based on our data, it is not possible to make a clear judgment on this matter. Further research is necessary to investigate the relationships of feelings of inclusion through acceptance, belonging, and value.



5 Limitations

This study has several limitations that must be considered when interpreting the results. First, the small number of participants limits the generalizability of the findings. Additionally, the study focused exclusively on the sport of skiing and individuals with visual impairments or blindness, which narrows its scope. Furthermore, it is important to recognize that statements about sighted individuals should be understood as subjective reconstructions. Since the study examines subjective perspectives, its results cannot be generalized. Future research should include larger and more diverse samples, explore additional sports, and consider the perspectives of individuals with different types of disabilities. Nevertheless, certain theoretical patterns can be recognized that could be transferable. This applies particularly to patterns concerning the role of abilities for oneself and others, visibility and the negotiation of accessibility. This aligns with results from other studies on individuals with VI in sport (see among others 16, 44, 45).

The chosen methodological approach also has limitations. The interpretation of the data through qualitative content analysis following Kuckartz (37) is shaped by the researchers' perspectives and prior knowledge. This subjectivity is inherent to qualitative research. Reflexivity and discussion were used to ensure transparency and analytic rigor. A theory-driven categorization process can result in certain aspects of the data being emphasized while others are potentially overlooked (37). The methodological approach of episodic interviews also presents challenges, particularly when interviewees describe experiences they have not personally had but have heard about or assumed (36). Additionally, both competitive and recreational athletes were interviewed, which introduces differing perspectives on the sport and the broader sports system. This might influence the perspective on the inclusive potential of skiing.

Skiing is a seasonal sport, meaning that even for experienced skiers, the time spent on skis each year is often limited. The relatively short and sometimes irregular periods on skis can influence how skiing-related skills are reflected upon. All interviewees had extensive skiing experience and were well connected within the skiing community, even as recreational athletes. However, it remains unclear to what extent their experiences can be applied to beginners. A larger sample is needed to capture a broader range of experiences. Furthermore, the deeper relationship between skiers and their guides was not explored in detail, presenting an additional avenue for future research.

Another important factor is the financial cost associated with skiing, as expenses for equipment, lift passes, transportation, and accommodation must be covered (39). This financial barrier may mean that access to the sport is predominantly available to individuals with higher socioeconomic status. Additionally, socio-cultural and ethical aspects must be considered, as access to skiing is often shaped by family traditions, societal structures, and regional factors. In many countries, skiing is a sport with specific traditions and access structures that are not equally available to all social groups. These factors may have influenced our research findings and should be more thoroughly considered in future studies.

Despite these limitations, the study provides valuable insights into the subjective experiences of skiers with VI and highlights how specific sports can help foster inclusive potential and challenge ableist structures. In particular, the combination of individual perspectives with critical reflections on normative assumptions about abilities offers practical insights for the further development of inclusive recreational and sports opportunities.



6 Conclusion

Using an ableism-critical and interpretivist perspective, this study explored how sport-related abilities influence inclusive processes from the perspective of skiers with visual impairments. The findings highlight the significance of sports participation for individuals with disabilities, both in physical, psychological, and social terms. To ensure equal participation, it is essential to eliminate existing barriers while simultaneously providing a broad range of inclusive and peer-group-specific (29) sports opportunities. This enables individuals to choose an option that best suits their individual needs and preferences (7, 22). However, inclusion is not solely about the spatial and structural availability of such opportunities. It also requires raising awareness among sighted athletes, coaches, and other staff members to ensure the sustainable implementation of inclusive and barrier-free sports programs.

This study highlights the role of alpine skiing in fostering confidence, competence, and inclusion for individuals with VI. Participants challenged ableist assumptions but faced barriers such as limited visibility, segregated competition, and inadequate guiding support. To improve experiences of inclusion, awareness must be raised, accessibility enhanced, and integration into mainstream skiing promoted. Shared experiences between disabled and non-disabled athletes can bridge gaps and foster a more inclusive sports culture. Future research should explore broader contexts and diverse sports to deepen the understanding of inclusive practices. Ultimately, this study underscores that abilities should be seen as assets rather than limitations, advocating for inclusive approaches that ensure equal participation for individuals with disabilities in sports.



Data availability statement

The datasets presented in this article are not readily available because the dataset consists of qualitative interview transcripts that contain personal reflections of participants. Due to confidentiality agreements and ethical considerations, the full dataset cannot be shared to protect participant privacy. Requests to access the datasets should be directed to Felix Oldörp, oldoerpf@ph-heidelberg.de. Please note that the dataset itself is not available due to confidentiality restrictions.



Ethics statement

Ethical approval was not required for the studies involving humans because all participants were adults who voluntarily provided informed consent on the basis of a detailed study information. The study adhered to ethical research guidelines, ensuring participant autonomy, confidentiality, and full anonymization of the collected data. No sensitive personal information was recorded, and all responses were analyzed in a way that prevents identification. The studies were conducted in accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements. The participants provided their written informed consent to participate in this study.



Author contributions

FO: Conceptualization, Data curation, Formal analysis, Investigation, Methodology, Project administration, Visualization, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing, Resources, Validation. TS: Investigation, Writing – review & editing. MiG: Writing – review & editing. MaG: Supervision, Writing – review & editing.



Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for the research and/or publication of this article.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Generative AI statement

The author(s) declare that no Generative AI was used in the creation of this manuscript.



Publisher's note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



Supplementary material

The Supplementary Material for this article can be found online at: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fspor.2025.1587603/full#supplementary-material



References

1. United Nations. Sport and the Sustainable Development Goals: An Overview Outlining the Contribution of Sport to the SDGs. (2015). Available at: https://www.sport-for-development.com/imglib/downloads/unosdp2014-sport-and-the-sustainable-development-goals.pdf (Accessed Jun 23, 2024).

2. International Paralympic Committee. STRATEGIC PLAN 2023-2026: Change Starts With Sport. (2023). Available at: https://www.paralympic.org/sites/default/files/2023-03/2023_01%20Strategic%20Plan_ACC.pdf (Accessed September 11, 2024).

3. Special Olympics. Article 1: Mission, Goal, and Founding Principles of Special Olympics. (2024). Available at: https://resources.specialolympics.org/governance/special-olympics-general-rules/article-1#goal (Accessed September 13, 2024).

4. Oldörp F, Mihajlovic C, Giese M. Special olympics as a pioneer of an inclusive society? An ableism-critical analysis. Sport und Gesellschaft. (2023) 20:31–56. doi: 10.1515/sug-2023-0003

5. Haegele JA, Kirk TN, Holland SK, Zhu X. “The rest of the time I would just stand there and look stupid”: access in integrated physical education among adults with visual impairments. Sport Educ Soc. (2021) 26:862–74. doi: 10.1080/13573322.2020.1805425

6. Haegele JA, Wilson W. 10 Things I hate about ‘Inclusion’ in physical education. In: Goodwin D, Connolly M, editors. Reflexivity and Change in Adaptive Physical Activity. London: Routledge (2022). p. 21–33.

7. Kiuppis F. Inclusion in sport: disability and participation. Sport Soc. (2018) 21:4–21. doi: 10.1080/17430437.2016.1225882

8. Giese M, Ruin S, Baumgärtner J, Haegele JA. … and after that came me”. subjective constructions of social hierarchy in physical education classes among youth with visual impairments in Germany. Int J Environ Res Public Health. (2021) 18:10946. doi: 10.3390/ijerph182010946

9. Haegele JA, Maher AJ. Toward a conceptual understanding of inclusion as intersubjective experiences. Educ Res. (2023) 52(6):385–93. doi: 10.3102/0013189X231176287

10. Hiemstra M, Rana J. Sensing inclusion among visually impaired and guide runners. Int Rev Sociol Sport. (2024) 59:22–37. doi: 10.1177/10126902231172919

11. United Nations. Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). New York: United Nations (2006). Available at: https://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convoptprot-e.pdf

12. Haegele JA, Giese M, Wilson WJ, Oldörp F. Problematizing integrated physical education. A call for research. Ger J Exerc Sport Res. (2020) 50:417–25. doi: 10.1007/s12662-020-00663-w

13. Haegele JA, Zhu X. Physical activity, self-efficacy and health-related quality of life among adults with visual impairments. Disabil Rehabil. (2021) 43:530–6. doi: 10.1080/09638288.2019.1631397

14. Ball LE, Haegele JA. Examining ableism through the physical activity experiences of blind and visually impaired women. J Phys Act Health. (2024) 21:1–9. doi: 10.1123/jpah.2023-0757

15. Jaarsma EA, Dekker R, Koopmans SA, Dijkstra PU, Geertzen JHB. Barriers to and facilitators of sports participation in people with visual impairments. Adapt Phys Activ Q. (2014) 31:240–64. doi: 10.1123/2013-0119

16. Ball LE, Lieberman LJ, Beach P, Perreault M, Rich J. Exploring the experiences of runners with visual impairments and sighted guides. Int J Environ Res Public Health. (2022) 19:12907. doi: 10.3390/ijerph191912907

17. Brittain I, Biscaia R, Gérard S. Ableism as a regulator of social practice and disabled peoples’ self-determination to participate in sport and physical activity. Leis Stud. (2020) 39:209–24. doi: 10.1080/02614367.2019.1694569

18. Buchner T, Pfahl L, Traue B. On the critique of abilities: ableism as a new research perspective in disability studies and its partners. Zeitschrift für Inklusion. (2015):2. Available at: https://orbilu.uni.lu/handle/10993/51543 (Accessed Jun 23, 2024)

19. Wolbring G. The politics of ableism. Development. (2008) 51:252–8. doi: 10.1057/dev.2008.17

20. Nario-Redmond MR. Ableism: The Causes and Consequences of Disability Prejudice. 1st ed Hoboken, NJ, USA: John Wiley & Sons (2020).

21. Ives B, Clayton B, Brittain I, Mackintosh C. I’ll always find a perfectly justified reason for not doing it’: challenges for disability sport and physical activity in the United Kingdom. Sport Soc. (2021) 24:588–606. doi: 10.1080/17430437.2019.1703683

22. Macpherson H. Walkers with visual-impairments in the British countryside: picturesque legacies, collective enjoyments and well-being benefits. J Rural Stud. (2017) 51:251–8. doi: 10.1016/j.jrurstud.2016.10.001

23. Mannella S, Labbé D, Bundon A, Sauve J, McBride CB, Best K, et al. Access at elevation: strategies used to support participation for people with disabilities in adaptive snowsports. J Outdoor Recreat Tour. (2023) 43:100685. doi: 10.1016/j.jort.2023.100685

24. Schüle K. The development of the winter paralympics. B&G Bewegungstherapie und Gesundheitssport. (2009) 25:210–3. doi: 10.1055/s-0029-1224675

25. Stokke J, To J, Lopez T, De Luigi AJ. Adaptive alpine skiing and para-snowboarding. In: De Luigi AJ, editor. Adaptive Sports Medicine: A Clinical Guide. 2th ed. New York, NY: Springer (2024). p. 301–46.

26. International Ski and Snowboard Federation. FIS PARA NORDIC HOMOLOGATION GUIDE; (2023). Available at: https://assets.fis-ski.com/f/252177/047ac2b6b4/2023_11_09-para-nordic-homologation-guide.pdf (Accessed September 17, 2024)

27. Scherer H-G. Winter sport. In: Wegner M, Scheid V, Knoll M, editors. Handbook of Disability and Sport. Schorndorf: Hofmann (2015). p. 415–23. Contributions to Teaching and Research in Sport; vol. 188.

28. Leonard EI, Pitzer NL, Johnson EW. Special problems of handicapped skiers: an overview. Phys Sportsmed. (1988) 16:77–82. doi: 10.1080/00913847.1988.11709454

29. May-West EM, Craig PJ, Wilder A. The meaning of cross-country skiing for persons with significant visual impairment: a phenomenological study. Ther Recreat J. (2018) 52:349–73. doi: 10.18666/TRJ-2018-V52-I4-9033

30. Stalin A, Creese M, Dalton KN. Do impairments in visual functions affect skiing performance? Front Neurosci. (2021) 15:648648. doi: 10.3389/fnins.2021.648648

31. Stalin A, Dalton K. Classification in para skiing: do better performing skiers have better visual functions? Front Sports Act Living. (2023) 5:1046318. doi: 10.3389/fspor.2023.1046318

32. Teodoro JI, Irving EL, Blaine JD, Dalton KN. An urgent call for concussion incidence measures in para sport for athletes with vision impairment: a narrative review. Healthcare. (2024) 12:525–40. doi: 10.3390/healthcare12050525

33. Mavritsakis O, Treschow M, Labbé D, Bethune A, Miller WC. Up on the hill: the experiences of adaptive snow sports. Disabil Rehabil. (2021) 43:2219–26. doi: 10.1080/09638288.2019.1692379

34. Creswell JW, Poth CN. Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing among Five Approaches. 5th ed, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage publications (2025).

35. Oldörp F, Giese M, Grenier M. The influence of blind tennis on subjective inclusion experiences—an ableism-critical analysis. Adapt Phys Activ Q. (2024) 41(3):420–39. doi: 10.1123/apaq.2023-0140

36. Flick U. The episodic interview. In: Oelerich G, Otto H-U, editors. Empirical Research and Social Work: A Study Guide. 1st ed. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften (2011). p. 273–80.

37. Kuckartz U. Qualitative Content Analysis: Methods, Practice, Computer Support. 4th ed Weinheim: Beltz Juventa (2018).

38. Elo S, Kääriäinen M, Kanste O, Pölkki T, Utriainen K, Kyngäs H. Qualitative content analysis: a focus on trustworthiness. SAGE Open. (2014) 4(1):2158244014522633. doi: 10.1177/2158244014522633

39. Conroy P. Investigation of the impact of recreational ski program on children who are blind and visually disabled. Palaestra. (2015) 29:36–9. doi: 10.18666/PALAESTRA-2015-V29-I4-7178

40. Wall RS. An exploratory study of how travelers with visual impairments modify travel techniques in winter. J Vis Impair Blind. (2001) 95:752–6. doi: 10.1177/0145482X0109501206

41. Hoffmann T, Wolbring G. Trend: between super cripple and cybathlon: disability and elite sport in the media. VHN. (2019) 88:321–4. doi: 10.2378/vhn2019.art44d

42. Holland K, Haegele JA, Zhu X, Bobzien J. Everybody wants to be included”: experiences with ‘Inclusive’ strategies in physical education. J Dev Phys Disabil. (2023) 35:273–93. doi: 10.1007/s10882-022-09852-x

43. Saerberg S. On the difference of the linear. Everyday productions of blindness. In: Waldschmidt A, Schneider W, editors. Disability Studies, Cultural Sociology and Sociology of Disability. Bielefeld: transcript Verlag (2007). p. 201–23.

44. Alcaraz Rodríguez V, Caballero Blanco P, Sáenz-López Buñuel P, Fernández Gavira J. Perceived barriers in athletes of trail running with visual functional diversity and their race guides. RETOS—Neuvas Tendencias en Educacion Fisica, Deporte y Recreacion. (2019) 36:107–14.

45. Rich J, Lieberman LJ, Beach P, Perreault M. Moving freely in space with power and not be afraid”: an interpretative phenomenological analysis of the experiences of elite rowers with visual impairment. Int J Environ Res Public Health. (2022) 19:14059. doi: 10.3390/ijerph192114059

46. Ruin S, Haegele JA, Giese M, Baumgärtner J. Barriers and challenges for visually impaired students in PE-an interview study with students in Austria, Germany, and the USA. Int J Environ Res Public Health. (2023) 20:20. doi: 10.3390/ijerph20227081

47. Giese M, Ruin S. Forgotten bodies—an examination of physical education from the perspective of ableism. In: Kiuppis F, editor. Sport and Disability: From Integration Continuum to Inclusion Spectrum. 1st ed. London: Routledge (2018). p. 152–65.

48. Oldörp F, Mihajlovic C, Giese M. Inclusion in and through disability sport? A scoping review using the examples of goalball and wheelchair basketball. JSAMS Plus. (2025) 5:100096. doi: 10.1016/j.jsampl.2025.100096

49. Lieberman LJ, Childs R. Steps to success: a sport-focused self-advocacy program for children with visual impairments. J Vis Impair Blind. (2020) 114:531–7. doi: 10.1177/0145482X20971960

50. Meier S, Höger B, Giese M. If only balls could talk…”: barriers and opportunities to participation for students with blindness and visual impairment in specialized PE. Front Sports Act Living. (2023) 5:1286909. doi: 10.3389/fspor.2023.1286909

51. Giese M, Buchner T. Critical-ableist perspectives in physical education. In: Maher AJ, Haegele JA, Coates J, editors. Routledge Handbook of Qualitative Methods for Researching Disability in Physical Education, New York: Routledge (in press).

52. Meier S, Raab A, Höger B, Diketmüller R. Same, same, but different?!’ investigating diversity issues in the current Austrian national curriculum for physical education. Eur Phy Educ Rev. (2022) 28:169–85. doi: 10.1177/1356336X211027072

53. Deng Y, Li X, Huang J, Haegele JA, Smith B, Williams TL, et al. School-based factors influencing physical activity participation in children and adolescents with disabilities: a qualitative systematic review and meta-synthesis. Disabil Health J. (2025) 18:101707. doi: 10.1016/j.dhjo.2024.101707

54. Sträter H, Stegemann I. Ski guiding for the blind in the sports science teacher training program—“I can really feel that it works”. Leipziger Sportwissenschaftliche Beiträge. (2021) 62:75–93.

55. Grenier M, Giese M. Dysconscious ableism and exclusive potentials in physical education teacher education (PETE). A critical essay about inclusive PETE in USA and Germany. Ger J Exerc Sport Res. (2023) 26:72. doi: 10.1007/s12662-023-00876-9

56. Townsend RC, Huntley TD, Cushion CJ, Culver D. Infusing disability into coach education and development: a critical review and agenda for change. Phys Educ Sport Pedagogy. (2022) 27:247–60. doi: 10.1080/17408989.2021.1873932

57. Allan V, Blair Evans M, Latimer-Cheung AE, Côté J. From the Athletes’. Perspective: a social-relational understanding of how coaches shape the disability sport experience. J Appl Sport Psychol. (2020) 32:546–64. doi: 10.1080/10413200.2019.1587551

58. Chen P, Yu H, Lin C-F, Guo J, Elliott J, Bleakney A, et al. Effect of adaptive sports on quality of life in individuals with disabilities who use wheelchairs: a mixed-methods systematic review. Disabil Rehabil Assist Technol. (2024) 19:2774–90. doi: 10.1080/17483107.2024.2313110

59. Bell SL. Experiencing nature with sight impairment: seeking freedom from ableism. Environ Plann E Nat Space. (2019) 2:304–22. doi: 10.1177/2514848619835720

60. Kuckuck R. Travel, sports travel, and sports tourism. In: Wegner M, Scheid V, Knoll M, editors. Handbook of Disability and Sport. Schorndorf: Hofmann (2015). p. 300–9. Contributions to Teaching and Research in Sport; vol. 188.

61. Maher AJ, McVeigh J, Thomson A, Knight J. Exclusion, inclusion and belonging in mainstream and disability sport: jack’s story. Qual Res Sport Exerc Health. (2022) 15(1):123–38. doi: 10.1080/2159676X.2022.2111457



OPS/images/fspor-07-1587603-g001.jpg
Personal
meaning

Guiding

Visibility

... through skiing
Abilities
life

Perception of
abilities

Accessibility

Understanding
of inclusion

Inclusion

Inclusive
potential

Reconstructed |
external
perception
Self-perception





OPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		The importance of abilities in inclusive experiences from the perspective of people with visual impairments: the example of alpine skiing

		1 Introduction



		2 Materials and methods



		2.1 Sample and data collection



		2.2 Data analysis



		2.3 Trustworthiness











		3 Findings



		3.1 Skiing as a booster for self-confidence



		3.2 Skiing as proof of expertise and competence for oneself and others



		3.2.1 Reconstructed external perception of abilities



		3.2.2 Self-perception of one's own abilities











		3.3 Skiing under the radar



		3.4 Skiing as a pathway to accessibility and inclusion











		4 Discussion



		5 Limitations



		6 Conclusion



		Data availability statement



		Ethics statement



		Author contributions



		Funding



		Conflict of interest



		Generative AI statement



		Publisher's note



		Supplementary material



		References



















OPS/images/cover.jpg
, frontiers ‘ Frontiers Sports and Active Living

The importance of abilities in

inclusive experiences from the

perspective of people with visual

impairments: the example of
alpine skiing









OPS/images/crossmark.jpg
(®) Check for updates.





OPS/images/logo.jpg
, frontiers ‘ Frontiers in Sports and Active Living





