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INTRODUCTION

ABSTRACT

Introduction: Adapted sport in Bulgaria has undergone significant organization-
al development, characterized by the emergence of specialized structures aimed at
promoting competitive opportunities and social inclusion for individuals with dis-
abilities. Aim: The purpose of this study is to analyze the contemporary evolution
of adapted sport organizations in Bulgaria, focusing on new structures, strategic
directions, achievements, and ongoing challenges. Methods: A qualitative approach
was applied, utilizing documentary analysis of organizational charters, policy doc-
uments, strategic reports, and publicly available national statistics. Additionally,
content analysis of interviews with key stakeholders, athletes, and organization-
al representatives, as reported in national and specialized media, was conducted.
Results: The findings indicate a dynamic expansion of adapted sport structures in
recent years, with the creation of federations, sport clubs, and associations dedicated
to athletes with disabilities. These organizations have significantly contributed to
national competitions, international participation, and partnerships with educa-
tional, governmental, and non-governmental sectors. Despite progress, challenges
persist regarding sustainable funding, professional training of specialized coaches,
and access to adequate sports infrastructure. Conclusion: The researched period
represents a critical phase for the organizational consolidation of adapted sport
in Bulgaria. Considerable strides have been made to enhance participation and
visibility. However, continuous strategic investment, policy development, and ca-
pacity building are essential for future growth. A notable trend is the increasing in-
volvement of mainstream sport federations and clubs, which have initiated inclusive
programs and supported adapted sport initiatives. This collaboration could foster
a gradual normalization of adapted sport within Bulgaria’s broader sports system,
promoting a more inclusive sporting environment.

Keywords: Hybrid inclusion models in sport, Adapted sport ecosystems,
Disability sport governance, NGO, Bulgarian Inclusive sport organizations

ize this commitment. Yet, progress has been uneven.

Adapted sport - sport modified or designed to meet
the needs of persons with disabilities - has gained
international recognition as a means to promote
physical activity, health, and social inclusion (De-
Pauw & Gavron, 2005; Thomas & Smith, 2008).
International policy frameworks, including the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Per-
sons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006), UN-
ESCO’s Kazan Action Plan (2017), and the World
Health Organization’s Global Action Plan on Phys-
ical Activity (WHO, 2021), position access to sport
and physical activity as both a human right and a
foundation for equitable development.

Bulgaria ratified the UNCRPD in 2012, formally
committing to inclusive practices across education,
health, and sport. Since then, national strategies -
such as the National Strategy for Physical Education
and Sport (2012-2022) - have aimed to operational-

Fragmented governance, inconsistent professional
preparation, and limited accessibility at the local lev-
el continue to constrain participation, particularly
among children and youth with disabilities.
Scholarly work has documented both the achieve-
ments of Bulgarian athletes with disabilities
(Djobova et al., 2002) and the social benefits of in-
clusive programs embedded in schools and com-
munities (Djobova & Kirilova, 2021). In recent
years, the landscape of adapted sport in Bulgaria
has become increasingly diversified, with tradi-
tional federations supporting elite competition
and emerging actors - including NGOs, commu-
nity clubs, and municipal programs - advancing
new models of inclusion. Parent-led initiatives and
grassroots aquatics clubs have also played a grow-
ing role in expanding access at the local level.
Despite this progress, structural barriers remain.
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National monitoring shows persistent gaps in facil-
ity accessibility, funding continuity, and inter-min-
isterial coordination (WHO, 2021; Filipov, 2018).
Professional training in adapted physical activity
is not yet standardized, and inclusive sport policy
remains distributed across disconnected agencies.
Against this backdrop, the present study analyzes
the evolving landscape of adapted sport in Bulgar-
ia, focusing on structural developments, strategic
orientations, and the tensions between disabili-
ty-specific and inclusion-oriented models. It aims
to identify the actors, innovations, and gaps shap-
ing the transition toward a more sustainable and
equitable sport ecosystem.

METHODOLOGY

This study employed a qualitative research design,
guided by a dual theoretical lens rooted in the Unit-
ed Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (United Nations, 2006). The conceptual
framework draws on two paradigms: the disabili-
ty-oriented model, which emphasizes specialized
structures for specific impairment groups, and the
inclusion model, which advocates for full partici-
pation in mainstream sport systems. For analytical
clarity, the inclusion model was further divided into
two strands: (1) Activity-oriented inclusion, focused
on environmental accessibility and institutional
openness; (2) Person-oriented inclusion, emphasiz-
ing individualized support and participant agency.
These three dimensions served as sensitizing con-
cepts (Blumer, 1954) throughout the research.

To ensure conceptual robustness, the study applied
methodological triangulation (Flick, 2018) using
two primary data streams. First, a documentary
analysis was conducted on 41 documents, includ-
ing statutes, policy briefs, strategic plans, and pub-
lic reports from organizations such as the Bulgarian
Paralympic Association (BPA), FAFA, BSFVI, Spe-
cial Olympics Bulgaria, the Ministry of Youth and

Sports, and relevant NGOs (e.g., BSDA, Parakids,
Water Way Foundation). Documents were selected
purposively for their relevance to governance, pro-
gramming, or funding.

Second, qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 2014)
was applied to 61 media sources published between
2015 and 2024, comprising interviews and project
narratives involving athletes, coaches, administra-
tors, and NGO leaders. These were drawn from both
general media (e.g., Bulgarian National Television,
BTA) and disability/sport-specific platforms.

A combined deductive-inductive coding frame-
work supported cross-case comparison among
federations, NGOs, and clubs at local, regional, and
national levels. Analytical validity was strength-
ened through constant comparison and peer de-
briefing with colleagues familiar with inclusive
sport policy in Southeastern Europe.

RESULTS

Organizational Expansion and Dual Structure
The development of adapted sport in Bulgaria re-
flects a dual trajectory: one path rooted in specialized
provision through legacy institutions, and another
advancing inclusion through mainstream structures.
Following the fragmentation of the centralized sports
system in the 1990s, a more diversified landscape
emerged, featuring federations dedicated to specific
impairment groups and a growing number of inclu-
sive initiatives within general sports systems.

This dual structure now characterizes the nation-
al ecosystem. On one side, specialized federations
and NGOs meet disability-specific needs; on the
other, mainstream federations are integrating in-
clusive practices. Tables 1 and 2 illustrate these
complementary dimensions: Table 1 maps disabil-
ity-oriented federations and NGOs, while Table 2
highlights mainstream federations engaged in inclu-
sion initiatives.

Table 1. Disability-Oriented Federations and National NGOs in Adapted Sport

Organization Name Type Focus Area Role in System
Bulgarian Paralympic Association NGO Coordination, national Works with institutions and
(BPA) advocacy projects, interact with BPF
Bulgarian Paralympic Federation Federati Elite sport for physical and National competitions, IPC
(BPF) ederation  yisual impairments representation
Bulgarian Federation of Adapted Federation Elite sport for intellectual Member of VIRTUS and SUDS,
Physical Activity (FAFA) disabilities competition organizer, projects
Bulgarian Federation of Sports for Federati Hearine impai " National and international
Deaf (BFSD) ederation caring impairments events, Deaflympics
Bulgarian Sports Federation for the Federation  Visual impairments IBSA member, national and
Visually Impaired (BSFVI) p international competitions
Special Olympics Bulgaria NGO Intellectual disabilities Elrcliﬁse:(i)rslp ort, grassroots, sport,
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Table 2. Mainstream Sport Federations with Inclusive Programs
Feif:z:;on Inclusive Actions Taken Target Group(s) Integration Level Partnerships
Bulgarian  Hosted national and international Intellectual Interpatlonal and SO EE, SO Bulgaria,
Hockey tournaments for ID athletes, disabilities national level, Parakids. NGOs
Federation developing unified hockey club-based ’
Bulgarian . . . o .
. Inclusive regional tournaments ~ Various disability BPA, SO Bulgaria,
Badminton . Club level
. with adapted rules groups NGOs, schools
Federation
Bulgarian . L1 .
Tennis Pilot inclusive tennis events Various disability Emerging BPA, SO Blu lgarla,
Federation groups sport clubs
Bulgarian Eaui . . . Intellectual and .
E ; quine-assisted inclusive sport Club level, Partner- SO Bulgaria, NGOs,
questrian Developmental based Th ;
Federation programs disabilities ase erapeutic centers

Thematic Findings and Models of Inclusion

The organizational landscape of adapted sport in
Bulgaria exhibits structural and functional expres-
sions of both the disability-oriented model and
the inclusion model, with the latter manifesting
through activity-oriented and person-oriented ap-
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proaches presented on Figurel.

Thematic analysis of national documents, stake-
holder statements, and media content reveals how
these models are simultaneously implemented,
sometimes within the same organization or part-
nership network.

Focus on specific impairment groups
Managing classification system, competition pathways

Links to IBSA, IPC,VIRTUS,SUDS, etc.

Inclusive rules and structures

Modifying events for mixed-ability participation

Partnership with NGO's, clubs

Individualized sport trainings

Therapeutic learning environments

Parent and community involvement

Figure 1. Models of Inclusion in Bulgarian Adapted Sport

A significant portion of adapted sport provision
continues to be rooted in the disability-oriented
model. Federations such as the BPF, the BFSD, the
BSFVI, and Special Olympics Bulgaria (2023) op-
erate with a primary focus on distinct impairment
groups. These structures are responsible for man-
aging classification systems, coordinating national
and international participation (e.g., IPC, IBSA,
Deaflympics, and Special Olympics), and offering
pathways into elite or structured grassroots com-
petition. For example, the BSFVI, as a member of

IBSA, ensures compliance with international tech-
nical standards and promotes sports such as goal-
ball and adapted athletics. Similarly, FAFA serves
as the official national structure affiliated with VIR-
TUS and SUDS, positioning itself as the lead agen-
cy for elite sport among athletes with ID.

“Our goal is to ensure that blind athletes in Bulgar-
ia can compete with dignity and reach the interna-
tional level. The IBSA platform helps us standard-
ize training and competition” - Representative of
BSFVI, interview on BNT, March 2022.
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“We aim not just to organize competitions but
to raise the standard of professional coaching in
adapted sport” - FAFA official, SO Bulgaria confer-
ence, 2022.

While the disability-oriented model facilitates fo-
cused expertise and targeted programming, it also
reinforces the separation of disability sport from
mainstream systems. Nonetheless, many of these
federations are actively collaborating with main-
stream partners, signaling movement toward more
integrated strategies.

Activity-oriented inclusion is becoming increas-
ingly visible in the actions of mainstream federa-
tions, which have modified their systems to cre-
ate more accessible environments. This includes
adapting competition formats, removing physical
barriers, or integrating inclusive rules into regional
and national tournaments. Federations such as the
Bulgarian Badminton Federation, Bulgarian Table
Tennis Federation, and Bulgarian Lacrosse Feder-
ation have introduced inclusive event formats that
welcome mixed-ability participation. The Bulgari-
an Hockey Federation has taken a further step by
hosting international tournaments specifically de-
signed for athletes with intellectual disabilities and
supporting the development of unified hockey at a
club level.

“For many of these players, this is their first inter-
national match. But what we are building goes be-
yond medals - we are building inclusion through
sport” - Coach, Unified Hockey Team, reported
by Sportal.bg, June 2023.

These initiatives typically emerge in collaboration
with NGOs such as Parakids and BSDA or receive
technical input from disability-specific organiza-
tions like SO Bulgaria or FAFA. These collabora-
tions have produced club-level innovations, in-
clusive festivals, and regional pilot programs that
demonstrate activity-oriented inclusion in practice.
In many cases, accessibility is approached not only
as a matter of infrastructure but also of curriculum,
scheduling, and volunteer engagement.
Person-Oriented Inclusion provides a more indi-
vidualized approach that is observable in sport en-
vironments that tailor participation to the specific
abilities, preferences, and developmental needs of
athletes with disabilities. This model is especially
prominent in adapted aquatics and equestrian pro-
grams, where interventions are often personalized
and therapeutic in nature. Clubs such as Sharks
(Parakids), Water Way Foundation, and the Angel
Rusev Swimming School offer graduated levels of
support, from introductory instruction to compet-

itive development, based on each child’s readiness
and personal goals.

“We do not aim for competition first. We aim for
comfort, safety, and enjoyment. Once children feel
confident, they surprise us with what they can do”
- Lead swimming instructor at Water Way Foun-
dation, quoted in NGO press release, 2022.

These programs often use flexible participation
models and rely heavily on parent involvement,
community volunteers, and coach training - high-
lighting the role of informal support systems in
sustaining inclusion.

Across all models, one common feature is the im-
portance of partnerships - between federations and
NGOs, clubs and schools, or national actors and in-
ternational structures. These partnerships not only
extend resources and expertise but also foster trust
and shared ownership of inclusive sport.

Key Trends and Innovations

Several cross-cutting innovations are transforming

the adapted sport landscape:

1. Emergence of Multi-Sport Clubs - Multi-sport
clubs are driving sustainable, inclusive practice
by embedding access across disciplines. Notable
examples include: 1)Adapted Sports, initially
an aquatics club, now offers inclusive football,
floorball, curling, and Bulgaria’s first inclusive
water polo program; 2)Sports, SEN, Sambo for
Development integrates martial arts, athletics,
and community recreation; 3)BG and Sports for
All combines aquatics with adapted hockey and
athletics in collaboration with physiotherapists
and educators.

These clubs reflect a shift from isolated projects to
interdisciplinary, community-rooted models,
often led by graduates of the National Sports
Academy (NSA).

2. Regionalization and Local Leadership - Inclusive
sport is expanding beyond major cities. Towns
like Sliven, Gabrovo, Kardzhali, Ruse, and Veliko
Tarnovo host regional tournaments in aquatics,
gymnastics, and hockey. Local clubs are increas-
ingly collaborating with schools, municipalities,
and health institutions, mobilizing coaches and
volunteers at the grassroots level. Municipalities
play a growing role by providing infrastructure
and supporting EU-funded projects, demon-
strating place-based leadership in inclusive
sport.

3. Professionalization and Workforce Develop-
ment - The NSA has become a key institution
for training adapted sport professionals through
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its bachelor’s and master’s programs in Adapt-
ed Physical Activity and Sport. These programs
align with international standards and form the
backbone of inclusive sport education. NGOs
and federations complement formal training by
offering short courses, seminars, and mentoring.
Organizations such as BSDA and SO Bulgaria
facilitate teacher training for unified sport and
contribute to capacity building across sectors.

4. Internationalization and EU Influence - Trans-
national program - particularly through Eras-
mus+ - has boosted financial and institutional
support. Bulgarian organizations participate in
projects coordinated by VIRTUS, SUDS, and
Special Olympics Europe Eurasia, gaining access
to global best practices and visibility. These part-
nerships enhance competence, encourage inno-
vation, and help align national practices with
European inclusion frameworks.

5. Cross-Sector Partnerships - Inclusive sport in
Bulgaria increasingly depends on collaborative
governance. NGOs such as Parakids and Parallel
World build alliances with schools, mainstream
federations, and municipal institutions. Shared
ownership of initiatives - spanning sport, educa-
tion, and social services - enables more resilient
programming.

A standout example is the Unified Sport for All
club, which emerged from NSA student projects
and now operates as a national leader in unified
basketball. Its model blends high-performance
coaching with inclusive pedagogy and has been
internationally recognized by Special Olympics
International.

6. Institutional Anchoring: Center for Competence
at NSA - The recent launch of the Center for
Competence in Sports, Adapted Physical Activ-
ity, and Educational Technologies at NSA marks
a strategic step in system consolidation. The cen-
ter promotes interdisciplinary research, consults
on inclusive program design, and connects ac-
ademia with field practitioners. It aims to cre-
ate a national network of inclusive sport profes-
sionals, supporting evidence-based practice and
long-term sectoral development.

DISCUSSION

The evolution of adapted sport in Bulgaria reflects a
shift from fragmented, disability-specific provision
to a more inclusive and networked system. While
traditional federations - such as those supporting
the Paralympic and Deaflympic movements - re-
main key actors in elite sport, they now operate

alongside NGOs, community clubs, and academ-
ic institutions that promote broader participation
and inclusion.

This coexistence of models has produced a hybrid
system where disability-oriented structures and
inclusion-focused initiatives interact across gover-
nance levels. As Djobova & Kirilova (2021) note,
this does not signify the replacement of specialized
models, but rather their adaptation to changing so-
cial and policy expectations. The hybridization al-
lows for both continuity and innovation - but also
introduces complexity in coordination, funding,
and accountability.

One key strength of the current system lies in its
bottom-up innovation, particularly in programs
for children and youth with intellectual and devel-
opmental disabilities. These initiatives, often led by
NGOs or multisport clubs, reflect the person-ori-
ented inclusion model, emphasizing individualized
support, participant agency, and local engagement.
They align with broader European trends that pri-
oritize community-based inclusion, as demonstrat-
ed by Portugal’s InSport project, the Meaningful
Sport Project, and the Inclusion Reloaded initia-
tive. The latter involves a multi-country collabora-
tion between the Paralympic Committee of Serbia,
the University of Nis (Faculty of Sport and Physical
Education), Beyond Borders and CESIE (Italy), the
SPID Swimming Club for Persons with Disabilities
(Bosnia and Herzegovina), and Sport Evolution
Alliance (SEEA) (Portugal) (InSport Project, 2020;
France Education International, 2021; Inclusion
Reloaded Project, 2024). Activity-oriented inclu-
sion is increasingly present in mainstream sport
federations, particularly in urban areas with stron-
ger institutional capacity. This trend reflects find-
ings from Norway and Germany, where inclusive
sport initiatives thrive in well-resourced settings
with trained staff and supportive infrastructure
(Nesse et al., 2025; Pochstein, 2022).

Despite these advances, persistent challenges re-
main. Rural areas continue to face barriers in facil-
ity accessibility, professional capacity, and program
continuity. Moreover, the absence of a centralized
coordinating body for inclusive sport hampers
long-term strategy and cross-sector collaboration.
This pattern aligns with findings from Ghana,
where disparities between inclusion policy intent
and local implementation led to fragmentation and
unequal support for disability sport associations
(Charway et al., 2025).

Academic-practice linkages, such as those emerg-
ing through the National Sports Academy, offer a
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promising model for knowledge transfer and work-
force development. However, the sustainability of
such efforts depends on consistent funding and
formal integration into national sport education
systems.

Altogether, the Bulgarian adapted sport sector is
expanding through top-down policy alignment
and bottom-up civic leadership. While challenges
remain - particularly in infrastructure and coordi-
nation - the ongoing convergence of disability-spe-
cific and inclusive innovations suggests a system
moving steadily toward equity and resilience
(Djobova et al., 2020; UNESCO, 2017).

CONCLUSION

The findings confirm that adapted sport in Bul-
garia is transitioning from fragmented, disabili-
ty-specific provision toward a more inclusive, hy-
brid model. Traditional federations remain central
in elite sport, while NGOs, community clubs, and
academic actors increasingly lead person-oriented
inclusion at the grassroots level. Activity-oriented
inclusion is emerging in mainstream federations,
particularly in urban areas with stronger institu-
tional capacity.

Despite progress, structural challenges persist. Ru-
ral regions face limited accessibility, unstable pro-
gram continuity, and a lack of professional capaci-
ty. The absence of a centralized coordinating body
further hinders long-term planning and policy co-
hesion.

While Bulgaria’s policies align with inter-
national frameworks such as the UNCRPD
and the Kazan Action Plan, implementation
remains uneven. Strengthening academic -
practice linkages, professional training, and
cross-sector collaboration will be critical for
building a more sustainable and equitable
adapted sport system.
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