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Abstract
The study of adapted sports and sport psychology has gained increasing insight for both the 

general public and the scientific community. However, there is a limited number of studies 

that compare the psychological characteristics of Athletes with Disabilities (AWD) and Able-

Bodied Athletes (ABA). The objectives of this study were: (1) to compare the psychological 

characteristics between AWD and ABA; (2) to analyze sports expertise (inexperienced vs. experts) 

and the type of sport (individual vs. team). A quantitative study with an associative-comparative 

design was conducted, involving 200 athletes of both sexes (Mage = 28.6 ± 10.2). Out of the 

total participants, 88 were AWD (Mage = 34.7 ± 10.7) and 114 were ABA (Mage = 23.8 ± 6.6). 

The results, obtained through factorial ANOVA, revealed that AWD are more motivated and 

exhibit better team cohesion compared to ABA. These findings remained consistent even when 

considering expertise and type of sport. These results contribute to raising awareness about 

biased or stereotypical views and promoting increased sports participation within the AWD 

community. In conclusion, there are differences in motivation and team cohesion favoring AWD.

Keywords: expertise, motivation, multiple disabilities, sport psychology, team 
cohesion.  
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Introduction 
Although the Paralympic Games have received greater media 

coverage compared to previous years, there are still gaps 

that hinder the participation of people with disabilities in 

physical and sports activities (Burns et al., 2019; Smith et al., 

2016). Relative to the body of research conducted on athletes 

without disability, there has been limited research conducted 

across various scientific disciplines regarding the interaction of 

people with disabilities in the context of physical activity and 

sports. Sports psychology is one such area that has received 

relatively little attention (Burns et al., 2019; Martin et al., 

2020; Smith et al., 2016). While there exist pioneering studies 

on the psychology of sports and individuals with disability 

(Henschen et al., 1992; Sherrill, 1990; Sherrill & Rainbolt, 

1988), the current landscape is marked by a promising trend. 

Presently, there is an encouraging outlook as research dedicated 

to the intersection of sports and individuals with disabilities 

is gaining momentum (Marín-Suelves & Ramon-Llin, 2021).

People with disabilities often engage in sports to foster 

social bonds and promote socialization opportunities (Aitchison 

et al., 2022). Previous studies have indicated that participation 

in adapted sports is associated with improved quality of life 

and athletic identity (Groff et al., 2009), which helps combat 

negative stereotypes associated with their disability (Kittson et 

al., 2013). Additionally, the sports environment facilitates social 

connections and integration, leading to a sense of freedom 

and a shift in paradigms regarding stereotypes (Aitchison et 

al., 2022; McVeigh et al., 2009). Other notable benefits are 

improved general health and well-being (Aitchison et al., 

2022). For instance, individuals with disabilities who engage 

in sports, regardless of their competitive level, report a higher 

quality of life compared to those who do not participate (Groff 

et al., 2009). Additionally, sports involvement is associated with 

reduced symptoms of mood changes, anxiety, and depression 

when compared to non-participants with disabilities (Tasiemski 

& Brewer, 2011). Sport plays a role in fostering self-confidence, 

self-esteem, and competence development (Smith & Sparkes, 

2012), and promotes coping strategies and resilience (Lins 

et al., 2019).

To date, numerous benefits of sports participation have 

been identified. However, there is a significantly lower rate of 

sports engagement among people with disabilities compared 

to those without disabilities (Zhang et al., 2021). The limited 

participation of individuals with disabilities in sports can be 

attributed to various barriers they face. These barriers include 

factors such as time constraints, lack of motivation, unfavorable 

weather conditions, inadequate peer support, negative 

societal attitudes, limited access to information about sports 

opportunities, secondary problems related to physical pain 

and health impairments, structural environmental obstacles, 

non-adapted sports equipment and facilities, transportation 

issues, inaccessible housing, and a lack of qualified support 

from professionals in sports science, among others (Jaarsma 

et al., 2014).

Various theoretical models provide explanatory frameworks 

for understanding levels of participation and the barriers faced 

by people with disabilities in sports (Martin et al., 2020). For 

instance, the medical model focuses on the individual and views 

disability as a “disease” or medical condition. Conversely, social 

models emphasize the role of the environment. These models 

recognize multiple social determinants while downplaying 

personal factors. Within this context, the social-relational 

model proposes that both medical (individual) and social 

factors can coexist and influence participation in physical or 

sports activities among people with disabilities (Thomas, 2004). 

Thus, the social-relational model suggests that a combination 

of factors from both medical and social models shapes and 

integrates real-life situations (Martin et al., 2020).

Given the aforementioned considerations, sport serves as a 

reference model for society and holds significant importance for 

individuals with disabilities. Consequently, sport psychology 

emerges as a relevant field for conducting research within a 

comprehensive social-relational model (Martin et al., 2020). 

In this regard, an intriguing avenue of research involves 

investigating the psychological characteristics that impact 

individual factors of Athletes with Disability (AWD) in the 

context of sport, competition, sports experience, and various 

forms of association (environmental factors). Of particular 

interest is whether there exist differences in performance-related 

psychological characteristics between AWD and Able-Bodied 

Athletes (ABA) (Hernández et al., 2021). 

Psychological characteristics related to sport in ABA 

have been extensively studied using various methodological 

approaches (Arias et al., 2016). Furthermore, there is a 

current interest in examining the distinguishing psychological 

characteristics between elite and non-elite athletes (Mitić et 

al., 2021). It is believed that the implementation of specific 

psychological strategies within training plans enables the 

attainment of high-performance levels during competitive 

sports events.

Therefore, one might assume that the existing body of 

knowledge and research on the psychological characteristics 

exhibited by ABA can also be applied to AWD. However, this 

approach raises two main concerns. Firstly, this assumption 

might be plausible because sports competitions require the 

engagement of demanding psychological skills and traits. 

Consequently, it can be hypothesized that, on average, ABA 

and AWD share similar physical, technical, tactical, and 
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Table 1 
Descriptive information regarding sociodemographic variables and disability type.

Sociodemographic variables
AWD

n = 88 (43.5 %)
ABA

n = 114 (56.4 %)
All

n = 202

Age(M±SD) 34.7 ± 10.7 23.8 ± 6.6 28.6 ± 10.2

Sex

Female 	 16	 (18.1) 	 29	 (25.4) 	 45	 (22.2)

Male 	 72	 (81.8) 	 85	 (74-5) 	 157	 (77.7)

Type of injury

Spinal cord injury 	 42	 (48.3)

Amputation 	 21	 (24.1)

Spina bifida 	 7	 (8.0)

Short height 	 4	 (4.6)

Right hemiplegia 	 1	 (1.1)

Balance disorders 	 1	 (1.1)

Hip dysplasia 	 1	 (1.1)

Musculoskeletal injury 	 1	 (1.1)

Polio 	 2	 (2.3)

Left hemiplegia 	 1	 (1.1)

Phocomelia 	 2	 (2.3)

Spastic paraplegia 	 1	 (1.1)

Left arm paralysis 	 1	 (1.1)

Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis 	 1	 (1.1)

No answer 	 2	 (2.3)

Note: AWD = Athletes with Disability, ABA = Able-Bodied Athletes, age = mean (M) and standard deviation (±). Other variables are 
reported as frequencies and percentages (%)
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psychological demands, albeit within different modalities. 

AWD participate in demanding Olympic cycles and 

experience competitive schedules comparable to the physical 

and psychological demands encountered by ABA. On the 

other hand, the second approach proposes that there are 

differences in psychological characteristics between AWD 

and ABA. It suggests that there are certain hormonal and 

behavior variations in Paralympic athletes (Paulo-Pereira-

Rosa et al., 2020). This could be attributed to the unique 

experiences of AWD (Smith et al., 2016). Building on this 

perspective, AWD not only face the demands of sports 

competition but also encounter distinctive challenges that 

extend beyond performance enhancement (Blumenstein 

& Orbach, 2015). Additionally, the reviewed studies have 

not considered participants’ sports experience and type of 

sport. In the present study, experience is operationalized as 

the number of years dedicated specifically to competitive 

sports participation within a particular discipline.

As a result, the practical implications of interventions made 

by sports psychologists need to be adapted to suit the context 

of AWDs (Hanrahan, 2015). However, there is a scarcity 

of studies in sport psychology that compare psychological 

characteristics and attitudes to sports in samples of AWD 

relative to ABA, despite their significant importance in 

shaping future research and informing professional practice 

(Gomez-Marcos & Sanchez-Sanchez, 2019; Szájer et al., 2019). 

Therefore, there is a pressing need to investigate the behavior 

of AWD, as this exploration can provide valuable insights into 

sports initiation, as well as the identification and selection of 

new talents.

Based on our literature review and recognizing the 

significance of further exploring research on AWD, our study 

has two primary objectives: 1. To compare psychological 

characteristics (such as stress control, influence of performance, 

motivation, mental ability, and team cohesion) between 

AWD and ABA; 2. To analyze the relationship between 

sports expertise (inexperienced vs. experts) and type of sport 

(individual vs. team) relative to psychological characteristics 

in AWD and ABA.

Method

Design and participants 
A quantitative, non-experimental study was conducted. 202 

athletes participated: n = 88 AWD and n = 114 ABA. Sample 

selection was intentionally carried out in different cities of 

Colombia (Medellín, Armenia, Manizales, and Cali). Volunteers 

are representative of 19 sports disciplines. Information on 

sociodemographic variables, type of disability, and sports 

variables is found in Table 1 and 2, respectively.

http://www.revista-apunts.com


Table 2 
Sports characteristics in Athletes with Disability (AWD) and Able-Bodied Athletes (ABA). 

Sports-related variables
AWD

n = 88 (43.5 %)
ABA

n = 114 (56.4 %)
All

n = 202

Sports experience(years)

< 1 	 7	 (7.9) 	 0 	 (0.0) 	 7	 (3.4)

1-2 	 18	 (20.4) 	 18	 (15.7) 	 36	 (17.8)

3-4 	 21	 (23.8) 	 35	 (30.7) 	 56	 (27.7)

5-6 	 7	 (7.9) 	 14	 (12.2) 	 21	 (10.3)

7-8 	 11	 (12.5) 	 16	 (14.0) 	 27	 (13.3)

> 9 	 24	 (27.2) 	 31	 (27.1) 	 55	 (27.2)

Expertise

Non-experts (< 4 years) 	 46	 (52.2) 	 53	 (46.4) 	 99	 (49.0)

Experts (> 5 years) 	 42	 (47.0) 	 61	 (53.5) 	 103	 (51.0)

Sport

Chess 	 4	 (4.4) 	 0	 (0.0) 	 4	 (1.9)

Athletics 	 21	 (23.8) 	 24	 (21.0) 	 45	 (22.7)

Basketball 	 7	 (7.9) 	 0	 (0.0) 	 7	 (3.4)

Handball 	 0	 (0.0) 	 7	 (6.1) 	 7	 (3.4)

BMX 	 0	 (0.0) 	 4	 (4.3) 	 3	 (2.3)

Bowling 	 0	 (0.0) 	 2	 (1.7) 	 2	 (0.9)

Futsal 	 0	 (0.0) 	 36	 (31.5) 	 36	 (17.8)

Hapkido 	 0	 (0.0) 	 24	 (21.0) 	 24	 (11.8)

Swimming 	 11	 (12.5) 	 0	 (0.0) 	 11	 (5.4)

Skating 	 0	 (0.0) 	 2	 (1.7) 	 2	 (0.9)

Weightlifting 	 4	 (4.5) 	 9	 (7.8) 	 13	 (6.4)

Rugby 	 9	 (10.2) 	 0	 (0.0) 	 9	 (4.4)

Tennis 	 4	 (4.4) 	 0	 (0.0) 	 4	 (1.2)

Table Tennis 	 4	 (4.4) 	 5	 (4.3) 	 9	 (4.4)

Archery 	 4	 (4.5) 	 0	 (0.0) 	 4	 (1.9)

Shooting 	 8	 (9.0) 	 0	 (0.0) 	 8	 (3.9)

Volleyball 	 12	 (13.6) 	 0	 (0.0) 	 12	 (5.9)

Type of sport 	

Individual 	 61	 (69.3) 	 71	 (62.2) 	 132	 (65.3)

Team 	 27	 (30.6) 	 43	 (37.7) 	 70	 (34.6)

Note: AWD = Athletes with Disability, ABA = Able-Bodied Athletes
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Instruments and measures
Psychological characteristics: The Psychological 

characteristics of the sports performance Questionnaire 

(CPRD by Spanish acronym) was used (Gimeno & Pérez-

Llantada, 2010). CPRD has evidence of construct validity 

with an explained variance of 63% derived from five factors 

(55 items): Stress Control (SC = 20 items), Influence of 

Performance Evaluation (IPE = 12 items), Motivation 

(M = 8 items), Mental Ability (MA = 9 items) and Team 

Cohesion (TC = 8 items). It has been shown that the reliability 

coefficient of the entire scale is satisfactory. The CPRD has 

a Likert-type response format that evaluates the degree of 

agreement from 0 = “totally disagree” to 5 = “totally agree”. 

For this study, the CPRD showed adequate total internal 

consistency (ω = .87, 95% CI [.85, .90]).

CPRD factors are characterized as follows: i) SC: is the 

response related to the demands of training-competition and 

potentially stressful situations; ii) IPE: is the response to 

situations in which athletes evaluate their own performance 

or think that significant people are evaluating them; iii) M: is 

the interest in improving each day, the relationship between 

effort and reward, the acknowledgement by other people; 
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Table 3 
Comparison of psychological characteristics between Athletes with Disability (AWD) and Able-Bodied Athletes (ABA).

Psychological Characteristics

AWD 
n = 88 

ABA
n = 114 t p d

M(SD) M(SD)

Stress Control 	 55.1	(12.3) 	 55.4	(12.5) -0.196 .845 .02

Influence of Performance Eval. 	 29.9	 (8.2) 	 29.7	 (7.9) 0.210 .834 .03

Motivation 	 26.7	 (3.5) 	 23.0	 (6.3) 5.245a < .001* .71

Mental Skills 	 25.2	 (3.8) 	 24.6	 (5.2) 0.802 .423 .11

Cohesion team 	 18.8	 (3.0) 	 17.4	 (4.4) 2.713a .007* .37

Note: a = Welch’s test, t = Student’s t test, d = Cohen’s d (effect size). *significance

S. Barbosa-Granados et al. Psychological characteristics related to sport: differences between disabled and able-bodied athletes   

H
U

M
A

N
 A

N
D

 S
O

C
IA

L 
S

C
IE

N
C

E
S

23Apunts Educación Física y Deportes  |  www.revista-apunts.com 2024, Issue 156. 2nd Quarter (April-June), p. 19-29

iv) MS: is the ability to self-assess and self-regulate the 

level of activation, visualization, attentional focus, control of 

dysfunctional cognition, goal setting and objective evaluation 

of one’s own performance; v) TC: is the integration with their 

own sports group, including the interpersonal relationship 

with other team members, the level of satisfaction training 

along other athletes, the individualistic attitude in relation 

to the rest of the group and the importance of “team spirit”.

Sociodemographic and sport variables: Through an 

Ad-hoc questionnaire, we explored: (i) sex; (ii) age; (iii) 

sport experience (classified as 2-year intervals); (iv) expertise, 

which was computed in two groups: “inexperienced” (≤ 4 

sport experience years) and “expert” (≥ 5 sport experience 

years); (v) sport discipline; (vi) sport type, which was 

classified as either individual or team sport, and (vii) injury 

type for AWD.

Data Analysis 
Data processing was performed by JASP®. Dependent 

variables were performance-related psychological 

characteristics (see instruments and measures section). 

The independent variables of this analysis were sports 

expertise and sport type (individual vs. team). Expertise 

was classified in two groups according to median experience 

of sport years: inexperienced (Mdnyears < 4.0) and expert 

(Mdnyears > 4.0). Exploratory data analysis did not yield 

any missing data. Extreme data and outliers were kept. The 

inferential analysis was performed with the direct scores of 

the dependent variables. The descriptive analysis estimated 

measures of frequency and percentages of sociodemographic 

characteristics (see Table 1 and 2). The assumptions were 

verified in each of the groups (AWD and ABA) for normal 

distribution through Shapiro-Wilk, and homogeneity with 

Levene’s. Hypothesis testing was performed in two stages. 

First, the means of the two groups were compared through 

t-Student for independent samples and Cohen’s d effect 

size was estimated. Second, two 2 x 2 factorial ANOVA 

models were run, one model for condition*experience, and 

for condition*type of sport. The effect size used for the 

ANOVA models was Eta squared (η²). Post-hoc analysis 

of mean comparisons was corrected by Tukey’s test. The 

mean difference (Mdiff) and its confidence interval (95% 

CI) were reported. McDonalds Omega (ω) coefficients for 

internal consistency of CPRD scores were also considered.

Procedure and ethical considerations 
AWD and ABA participants were contacted through sports 

leagues, coaches, and sports administrators. Data collection 

consisted of group-administered instruments and procedures 

and took place in various cities in Colombia (Medellín, 

Armenia, Cali, and Manizales). Ethical considerations were 

observed during the data processing phase, following the 

guidelines outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki. These 

provisions were implemented to protect the autonomy and 

anonymity of all participants while ensuring the integrity 

of the study. The bioethical committee of the Politécnico 

Colombiano Jaime Isaza Cadavid approved this research 

(Code: 20610801-202201007863 - Acta 11-2022).

Results
The comparison of the psychological characteristics 

between AWD and ABA (see table 3) showed differences 

in Motivation, t(185) = 5.24 p < .001, d = 71., CI 95% 

[0.43, 1.00]), as AWD were significantly more motivated. 

Additionally, Team Cohesion had significantly higher means 

for AWD, t(185) = 2.71 p = .007, d = 69., 95% CI [0.09, 

0.65]).
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Table 4 
Psychological Characteristics comparison between condition (AWD vs. ABA) and expertise.

Characteristics Condition

Inexperienced
n = 99

Expert
n = 103

Condition*Expertise

M(SD) M(SD) MS F p η²

Stress Control
AWD 	 54.7	(12.0) 	 55.5	(12.8) 

31.2 0.19 .656 0.001
ABA 	 55.8	(12.3) 	 55.1	(12.7)

Influence of 
Performance Eval.

AWD 	 29.2	 (6.7) 	 30.8	 (9.5)

0.52 0.01 .925 0.001
ABA 	 29.0	 (8.2) 	 30.3	 (7.5)

Motivation
AWD 	 26.6	 (3.5) 	 26.8	 (3.6)

33.9 1.21 .273 0.001
ABA 	 23.7	 (6.1) 	 22.3	 (6.4)

Mental Skills
AWD 	 25.6	 (3.7) 	 24.6	 (3.8)

19.6 0.89 .344 0.004
ABA 	 24.5	 (4.5) 	 24.8	 (5.8)

Team Cohesion
AWD 	 18.5	 (3.1) 	 19.3	 (2.9)

70.5 4.62 .033 0.022
ABA 	 18.2	 (3.6) 	 16.7	 (5.0)

Note: AWD = Athletes with Disability, ABA = Able-Bodied Athletes. MS = Mean of Squares. Inexperienced (AWD, n = 46;  
ABA, n = 53), Expert (AWD, n = 42; ABA, n = 61). *p < .01
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Analysis of psychological characteristics by 
expertise 
The interaction between Condition*Expertise did not 

show significant differences in stress control, influence 

on performance evaluation, motivation, and mental 

ability (see table 4). On the contrary, Team Cohesion did 

yield differences from this interaction F(1,198) = 4.62,  

p = .033, η2 = 0.022. Also, a main effect was demonstrated 

in the expertise F(1,198) = 11.05, p = .001. Post-hoc 

analysis of mean comparisons indicated differences 

between “expert” AWD (MTC = 19.3) vs. “expert” ABA 

(MTC = 16.7) Mdiff = 2.60, 95% CI [0.57, 64.63], p = .006 

(see Figure 1). These results indicated that expert AWD 

had more Team Cohesion than expert ABA.

Regarding the Motivation variable, main effects were 

observed in the “inexperienced” group F(1,198) = 6.94, 

p = .009, and the “experts” group F(1,198) = 17.4, 

p  =  .009. Post-hoc analysis indicated significant 

differences (see figure 1): between “inexperienced” 

AWD (MM = 26.3) vs. “inexperienced” ABA (MM = 23.7), 

Mdiff = 2.81, CI 95% [0.05, 5.58], p = .044. Namely, 

inexperienced AWD were significantly more motivated 

that inexperienced ABA.

 Likewise, inexperienced AWD were more motivated 

than expert ABA. We observed significant differences 

between inexperienced AWD (MM = 26.3) vs. expert ABA 

(MM = 22.3), Mdiff  = 4.24, CI  95% [1.56, 6.92], p < .001. 

“Expert” AWD (MM = 26.8) obtained higher scores than 

the “inexperienced” ABA (MM = 23.7), Mdiff = -3.04, CI 

95% [-5.87, -0.20], p = 030; and finally, the “expert” 

AWD (MM = 26.8) also outperformed the “expert” ABA 

(MM = 22.3), Mdiff = 4.47, CI 95% [1.72, 7.22], p < .001.

http://www.revista-apunts.com


S. Barbosa-Granados et al. Psychological characteristics related to sport: differences between disabled and able-bodied athletes   

H
U

M
A

N
 A

N
D

 S
O

C
IA

L 
S

C
IE

N
C

E
S

25Apunts Educación Física y Deportes  |  www.revista-apunts.com 2024, Issue 156. 2nd Quarter (April-June), p. 19-29

Analysis of psychological characteristics by 
type of sport
The interaction between Condition*Type of Sport (see table 

5) showed an effect on Motivation, F(1,198) = 6.00, p = .015, 

η2 = 0.025, as well as on Team Cohesion F(1,198) = 4.37, 

p = .038, η2 = 0.018. The variables of Stress Control, 

Influence of Performance Evaluation and Mental Ability 

did not show any interaction nor main effects. 

Regarding the Motivation variable, a main effect was 

observed for individual sports F(1,198) = 11.05, p = .001. 

Post-hoc analysis indicated significant differences in 

individual AWD sports (MM = 26.2) vs. ABA (MM = 21.0) 

Mdiff  = 5.17, 95% CI [2.93, 7.40], p < .001. Another 

significant mean comparison was between AWD team sports 

(MM = 27.7) vs. ABA individual sports ABAs (MM = 21.0) 

Mdiff = 6.70, 95% CI [9.60, 3.80], p < .001 (see figure 2).

In terms of Team Cohesion, a main effect was found for 

individual sports F(1,198) = 15.8, p = .001. Post-hoc analysis 

showed differences, indicating that AWD in individual sports 

(MTC = 18.1) outperformed ABA (MTC = 15.7) Mdiff  = 2.44, 

CI 95% [0.85, 4.04], p < .001. Likewise, differences were 

also found in AWD individual sports (MTC = 18.1) vs. Team 

ABA (MTC = 20.2) Mdiff = -2.07, CI 95% [-3.89, -0.25], 

p = .018. There were also differences in AWD team sports 

(MTC = 20.4) relative to ABA individual sports (MCHE = 15.7) 

Mdiff = 4.74, CI 95% [6.81, 2.68], p < .001 (see Figure 2).

Figure 1 
Post-hoc analysis of the psychological characteristics according to expertise (corrected by Tukey’s test).
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Note: AWD = Athletes with Disability, ABA = Able-Bodied Athletes. Psychological Characteristics: SC = Stress Control, 
IPE = Influence of Performances Evaluation, M = Motivation, MS = Mental Skills, TC = Team.
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Table 5 
Psychological Characteristics compared between condition (AWD vs. ABA) and type of sport.

Psychological  
Characteristics 

Condition

Individual
n = 132

Team
n = 70

Condition*Type of sport 

M(SD) M(SD) MS F p η²

Stress Control
AWD 	 53.8	(12.9) 	 58.1	∫(10.4)

141.8 0.91 .340 0.005
ABA 	 55.1	(13.7) 	 55.9	(10.2)

Influence of 
Performance Eval.

AWD 	 29.3	 (8.3) 	 31.2	 (7.8) 
242.4 3.78 .053 0.019

ABA 	 30.7	 (8.2) 	 28.0	 (7.1)

Motivation
AWD 	 26.2	 (3.5) 	 27.7	 (3.5) 

147.0 6.00 .015* 0.025
ABA 	 21.0	 (6.4) 	 26.2	 (4.6)

Mental Skills
AWD 	 25.5	 (4.0) 	 24.4	 (3.1)

1.84 1.84 .772 0.000
ABA 	 24.9	 (6.1) 	 24.2	 (3.3)

Team Cohesion
AWD 	 18.1	 (3.0) 	 20.4	 (2.6)

54.4 4.37 .038 0.018
ABA 	 15.7	 (4.5)	 	 20.2	 (2.5)

Note: AWD = Athletes with Disability, ABA = Able-Bodied Athletes. Individual sports (AWD, n = 61; ABA, n = 71),  
Team sports (AWD, n = 27; ABA, n = 43). *significance
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Figure 2 
Post-hoc analysis of the psychological characteristics according to type sport.
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Note: AWD = Athletes with Disability, ABA = Able-Bodied Athletes. Psychological Characteristics: SC = Stress Control, 
IPE = Influence of Performances Evaluation, M = Motivation, MS = Mental Skills, TC = Team Cohesion.
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Discussion
The objective of this study was twofold: firstly, to compare 

the psychological characteristics (Stress Control, Performance 

Influence, Motivation, Mental Ability, and Team Cohesion) 

between AWD and ABA; and secondly, to analyze possible 

differences in relation to expertise (inexperienced vs. experts) 

and type of sport (individual vs. team).

Our findings indicated that AWD exhibited higher scores 

of motivation and better team cohesion compared to ABA. 

Notably, this pattern persisted even when accounting for 

expertise and type of sport. However, there was a difference 

in team cohesion for type of sport, with AWD averaging 

lower scores relative to ABA in team sports.

Few studies have directly compared the psychological 

characteristics between AWD and ABA (Hernández et al., 

2021), and as a result, this line of research is still in its early 

stages and has yielded inconsistent results thus far (Gomez-

Marcos & Sanchez-Sanchez, 2019; Szájer et al., 2019).

Differences between AWD and ABA have been observed in 

somatic anxiety, self-confidence, and achievement motivation 

in swimmers (Szájer et al., 2019). However, other studies 

have shown no significant differences in psychological 

characteristics, such as in the case of triathlon athletes 

(Gomez-Marcos & Sanchez-Sanchez, 2019). Given the wide 

variety of measures, types of sports, and other modulating 

variables, no definitive conclusions can be drawn regarding 

these inconsistencies in results.

Our results partially support the perspective that there are 

differences in psychological characteristics between AWD 

and ABA. Participation in sports is a rewarding experience 

for individuals with disabilities  (Aitchison et al., 2022). Sport 

serves as both a means and an end for AWD, enabling them to 

surpass stereotypical and imaginary constraints associated with 

disability (Rees et al., 2019; Swartz et al., 2016). Consequently, 

sports competition provides a platform to reinforce positive 

narratives surrounding disability and personal transformation 

(Bantjes et al., 2019; Lins et al., 2019). Involvement in sports 

positively affects personal factors such as health, individual 

skills, and social participation, as well as environmental factors, 

including perceived support from the surroundings (Côté-

Leclerc et al., 2017). Furthermore, sports enable individuals 

to overcome disability and enhance personal commitment 

towards goal achievement (Garci & Mandich, 2011).

AWD exhibit significantly higher sports motivation 

compared to ABA. This motivational trend persists even 

when considering expertise level (beginners vs. experts) and 

type of sport (individual vs. team). Numerous studies have 

identified various reasons that prompt individuals to initiate 

and maintain engagement in sports, including motivational 

profiles. Motivation, as a unique element within each athlete’s 

psychological profile, generates positive responses in sports 

participation (Tracey et al., 2021). For instance, wheelchair 

tennis athletes have been found to promote well-being within 

their community and challenge negative societal perceptions 

of disability (Falcão et al., 2015; Richardson et al., 2015). 

Personal and social factors related to sports play a role in 

determining motivation in AWD participating in wheelchair 

sports and goalball (Palencia & Gallón, 2022). Satisfaction 

of basic psychological needs and motivation predict higher 

levels of life satisfaction, reflecting a positive attachment to 

sports (Martins et al., 2022). In general, the literature suggests 

that AWD exhibit higher motivation levels compared to ABA.

Our data also revealed that team cohesion was significantly 

higher in AWD compared to ABA. This finding aligns with 

the consistent trend observed in previous studies (Hernández 

et al., 2021), indicating that AWD, through their engagement 

in sports, report greater peer support, team dedication, and a 

sense of camaraderie, which manifests as a cohesive sports 

family (Stieler et al., 2022)  and promotes psychosocial 

well-being (Richardson et al., 2015). Sports practice fosters 

team spirit by cultivating strong bonds and unconditional 

acceptance in pursuit of common goals (Garci & Mandich, 

2011). Additionally, AWD have been shown to integrate more 

effectively within their sports teams and develop stronger 

interpersonal relationships with fellow team members 

(Aitchison et al., 2022; Bantjes et al., 2019; Burns et al., 2019). 

It is worth noting the crucial role of coaches in promoting 

team cohesion. The coach’s experience and academic training 

are instrumental in their interaction with athletes  (Ayala-

Zuluaga et al., 2015). Therefore, it is essential for coaches 

to possess adequate knowledge about existing barriers and 

coping mechanisms, enabling them to enhance athletes’ 

performance. Consequently, sport psychologists can play 

a vital role in supporting both coaches and athletes. Goal 

setting and regular communication between the coach and 

AWD underscore the importance of the Paralympic coach in 

the athletes’ training process (Falcão et al., 2015). 

The differences observed in our results suggest that 

AWD may have sports experiences that differ from those of 

ABA (Smith et al., 2016). It is plausible to consider that the 

competitive demands, including psychological demands, placed 

on AWD may be more challenging than those encountered 

in standard ABA competitions. However, it is important to 

acknowledge that the social environment presents barriers that 

extend beyond sports performance and necessitate additional 

coping strategies for AWD (Blumenstein & Orbach, 2015). 
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In terms of other psychological characteristics examined in 

our study: Stress Control, Performance Influence, and Mental 

Ability, no significant differences were found between the two 

groups of athletes, indicating homogeneity in these variables.

Nevertheless, it is essential to exercise caution when 

interpreting these results. Several limitations should be 

considered for future research. Methodologically, the 

intentional selection of our sample precludes generalizations, 

and comprehensive representation of all sports disciplines was 

not a primary criterion during participant recruitment. Future 

studies employing experimental designs are necessary to draw 

more robust conclusions. Additionally, given the observational 

nature of our study, causal inferences cannot be made. On a 

theoretical level, exploring precompetitive paradigms and other 

psychological variables, such as anxiety, should be pursued 

in future projects. Furthermore, comparing AWD and ABA 

while considering other variables and psychological abilities 

will generate knowledge with practical implications. AWD 

sample size is rather small, future projects should aim to 

include bigger and more representative sample sizes, refining 

the inclusion criteria for the AWD group (e.g., disability 

grading and score). Lastly, it is imperative to consider other 

processes, such as the identification and selection of athletes 

in adapted sports, as well as the involvement of different 

stakeholders, including referees (Aguirre-Loaiza et al., 2020).

After considering these limitations, this study has important 

implications. Firstly, it contributes to the existing body of 

knowledge in sport psychology for adapted sports. The number 

of studies comparing psychological characteristics between 

AWD and ABA is limited, with only a few explorations 

available (Gomez-Marcos & Sanchez-Sanchez, 2019; Szájer 

et al., 2019). Additionally, this study is the first to examine 

not only the comparison between AWD and ABA but also 

the role of sports experience and type of sport as potential 

contributing variables to the observed differences. Secondly, 

applying psychological knowledge to sport psychology and 

adapted sports enables evidence-based decision-making 

(Hanrahan, 2015). For instance, psychological interventions or 

programs by discipline and sport type as well as interventions 

specifically targeting training and competence stages.  

Significantly, our study contributes to the implementation 

of professional practice in sport psychology by addressing 

the unique role and needs of AWD (Martin, 2017). These 

findings deepen our understanding of the challenges and 

stereotypes faced by AWD compared to ABA. Moreover, 

they have the potential to enhance sports engagement and 

participation within the AWD community. Sport psychology 

can play a vital role in facilitating AWD participation and 

dispelling community perceptions that equate disability with 

reduced ability. Consequently, raising awareness through these 

findings can foster confidence, independence, and a sense of 

acceptance among AWD (Ballas et al., 2020).

In conclusion, our data suggest the presence of differences 

between AWD and ABA. Specifically, our results indicate 

that AWD exhibit higher levels of motivation and better 

team cohesion compared to ABA. These differences persist 

regardless of sports experience and type of sport.
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