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Summary of the MRP portfolio 

Section A 

A review of the literature exploring the experiences of young people (YP) with Autism 

Spectrum Condition1 (ASC) and parents of YP with ASC, of physical activity programmes at 

school and within the community.  Factors such as personal interests and availability of 

community programmes were found to impact participation levels.  Importantly, YP generally 

felt positively towards physical activity and enjoyed participating.  Future research could 

explore how to better facilitate engagement in sports for this group and consider physical 

activity interventions in relation to difficulties associated with ASC. 

Section B 

A qualitative study which explored the experiences of coaches of athletes with ASC. 

Ten experts in the field were interviewed to share their knowledge of what works well, what 

doesn’t work well and how coaching might be improved.  Thematic analysis of the data 

identified five themes.  The coach-athlete relationship was one of the most salient ideas 

emerging from the data, focussing on the importance of getting to know the YP and 

understanding their individual needs.  As this has not been explored in detail with an ASC 

population before, this study has several implications for future research and clinical work.  

                                                 
1 The term Autism Spectrum Condition has been used throughout this work.  This is the current term 

favoured by many however, may in future be replaced and as such will then be outdated.  This note is to 

acknowledge the complexities of language and terminology. 
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Abstract 

Aims 

This review aimed to explore the experiences of young people (YP) with Autism 

Spectrum Condition (ASC) of participating in physical activity. It also aimed to investigate 

what parents’ and carers’ views were on this subject. 

Methods 

Twelve research papers were identified by conducting a systematic search of four 

online databases. The findings from these papers were synthesised and then critiqued based on 

quality assurance tools. Clinical and research implications were considered before drawing 

conclusions. 

Results 

The evidence from the papers reviewed suggests YP with ASC and parents of YP with 

ASC hold positive views about physical activity. In line with parental views, YP commented 

on physical activity being fun and beneficial. Barriers to participation related to characteristics 

such as preferring technology-based activities and lacking an exercise partner. Facilitators 

included appropriate and structured provision and use of rewards.  

Conclusions 

Further research is required to explore in more detail the facilitators and barriers to 

physical activity for YP with ASC. The papers reviewed here suggest that YP with ASC enjoy 

physical activity and would like to participate more. The knowledge and expertise of the coach 

was considered vital and thus research investigating this would be beneficial. 

 

 

Keywords: Autism, Sport, Experience, Parents, Participation  



ASC and Sports Participation   5 

 

Introduction 

For many people sport is an important part of their identity.  Great sporting events can 

influence the way we think, feel and behave, as seen by the spike in sports participation and 

the community spirit raised by the London 2012 Olympics (Thornton, 2012).  Events such as 

this inspire more people to get out and take part in some form of physical activity (PA) and 

encourage local councils and government to provide more opportunities for this (Sport 

England, 2012).  While it is relatively easy for the majority to take advantage of this increased 

provision, some individuals face significant challenges in accessing such community resources 

and thus do not benefit from the same opportunities as the rest of the population.  This review 

will explore this idea of participation in further detail for young people (YP) with Autism 

Spectrum Condition (ASC). 

PA and Wellbeing 

PA and physical health.  The health benefits of leading a physically active lifestyle 

are well documented.  Regular PA is considered vital for good physical health and a large body 

of evidence suggests frequent exercise is related to reduced incidence of many chronic 

conditions.  The risk of cardiovascular disease, coronary heart disease and stroke is reported to 

be 20-35% lower for those who are physically active (Department of Health, 2011).  The risk 

of type 2 diabetes and metabolic syndrome is 30-40% lower in those who are at least 

moderately active compared to those who are sedentary (Department of Health, 2011).   

PA guidelines and current levels.  In 2011, new guidelines were issued regarding the 

amount of PA recommended for good health (Department of Health, 2011).  PA is defined as 

any form of activity including everyday pursuits such as walking to work, active recreation 

such as gardening, and competitive sports such as football (Department of Health, 2011).  

Guidelines recommend everyone aim to engage in PA daily.  Adults should aim to accumulate 

150 minutes of moderate intensity activity over one week and children should aim to be active 
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for at least 60 minutes per day.  The guidelines stress the importance of including activity that 

strengthens muscles and bones and to reduce time spent in sedentary activities.  In 2018, an 

Active Lives Survey (ALS; Sport England, 2018) reported 62% of adults to be active, while 

25% were classified as inactive, the remaining 13% were classified as fairly active  

PA and psychological wellbeing.  The benefits of achieving the recommended 

guidelines for PA extend beyond physical health.  Research has demonstrated PA can also have 

a positive impact on psychological well-being.  In adults, various types of PA, particularly 

aerobic exercise such as running, has shown to enhance mood, reduce symptoms of depression 

and anxiety and increase self-esteem (Steinberg et al., 1997; Stathopoulou, Powers, Berry, 

Smits, & Otto, 2006; Tsang, Chan, & Cheung, 2008).  These improvements have been 

demonstrated even after a single session (Brand et al., 2018).  The impact of PA on depression, 

has been recognised by the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE), who 

advise individuals with mild depression to follow a moderate exercise programme (NICE, 

2009). 

While evidence for the relationship between PA and psychological wellbeing in YP is 

more limited, positive psychosocial benefits have been reported, including improvements in 

symptoms of depression and anxiety, increased self-esteem and happiness, improved cognitive 

functioning and social outcomes (Biddle & Asare, 2011; Fedewa & Ahn, 2011; Strong et al., 

2005; Strauss, Rodzilsky, Burack, & Colin, 2001). 

Theories of Wellbeing through PA 

The development of theoretical constructs has helped our understanding of participation 

in PA and its positive impact on psychological wellbeing.  Such frameworks developed and 

applied to PA include the Psychological Continuum model (PCM; Funk & James, 2001) and 

Socio-Ecological theory (Mehtälä, Sääkslahti, Inkinen, & Poskiparta, 2014).  Beaton, Funk & 

Alexandris (2009), recommend PCM as the most relevant model to draw upon to understand 

participation in PA, as it explains participation through the psychological relationship an 
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individual may form with a sport object such as a team or activity.  A limitation of this however, 

is the lack of consideration of the impact of characteristics within the physical environment. 

The socio-ecological approach does address this limitation, understanding behaviour 

through the interactions between an individual and their environmental contexts.  This takes a 

more systems level approach and considers the contribution of PA to promoting engagement 

and guiding approaches to population-wide health issues (Rowe, Shilbury, Ferkins, & 

Hinckson, 2013; Stokols, 1996).   

A model derived from the social-ecological approach is the Health through Sport (HTS) 

Model (Eime, Young, Harvey, Charity, & Payne, 2013; figure 1).  Developed through a 

systematic review on psychological and social benefits of sport for children, it goes some way 

in helping to identify the contributing factors and outcomes relating to PA participation.  

Strengths of the model include its consideration of both the contextual and individual elements 

relating the PA to the person and its capturing of the complexity of the connections between 

determinants and benefits.  However, the review did not include all forms of PA and as such, 

the model is limited with regards to the benefits of participation in active recreations such as 

gardening.   

As figure one shows, it involves three major elements: the determinants driving PA, 

sport itself, and benefits of participation.  The determinants are represented as broadening 

concentric circles, beginning with intrapersonal characteristics that may influence participation 

and spreading to widening spheres of influence.  In the middle is sport itself, which may be 

individual or team-based and organised or informal.  Each of these are represented as 

dichotomous but have some variants, for example running alone vs. running in a group.  The 

final aspect of the model is the health outcomes of PA.  These are separated into three primary 

categories: physical, psychological and social, but overlap to represent two secondary 

categories (psychosocial and psychophysiological), demonstrating the interactions between 

them such as the relationship between physical fitness and mental state. 
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Figure 1. HTS conceptual model (Eime et al., 2013) 

Disability Sport 

In considering disability sport, it is vital to understand the different models of disability.  

So far, research in PA participation has largely ignored disability studies yet, such models can 

provide important ontological and epistemological platforms for exploring and understanding 

participation, learning and development in PA (Townsend, Smith, & Cushion, 2016).  The 

present review aligns itself most closely with the social model of disability (Llewellyn & 

Hogan, 2000).  While the medical model is perhaps the most dominant approach within 

research and wider society, its focus on individual impairment is unsatisfactory.  It largely 

ignores the role of contextual and societal discourses and factors which, the social model argues 

to be the root cause of disability.  Instead, the social model delineates impairment from 
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disability, postulating ill-adapted environments to be disabling to those with impairments 

(Llewellyn & Hogan, 2000).  While disability-specific PA models do not yet exist and thus 

could not be drawn upon, Eime et al.’s (2013) model fits well with the social model of 

disability, considering both individual and systemic factors influencing participation and 

engagement.   

ASC.  ASC is a complex neurodevelopmental condition characterised by impairments 

in social communication and social interaction, alongside restricted or repetitive patterns of 

behaviour, interests or activities and sensory sensitivities (American Psychiatric Association, 

2013).  It occurs in approximately 1.1% of the UK population (Brugha et al., 2012).  As a 

consequence of the difficulties associated with ASC, some individuals may find it challenging 

to live independently, to form friendships and to be involved in community activities (Eaves & 

Ho, 2008; Hilton, Crouch, & Israel, 2008).  Individuals with ASC are also considered at greater 

risk of comorbidities, including physical health conditions such as obesity (Curtin, Jojic, & 

Bandini, 2014), mental health conditions such as anxiety and depression (Simonoff et al., 2008) 

and motor skills deficits (Dziuk et al., 2007; Jansiewicz et al., 2006; Minshew, Sung, Jones, & 

Furman, 2004).  Current interventions include speech and language therapy, occupational 

therapy and behavioural interventions (e.g. applied behaviour analysis; Myers, Johnson, & 

American Academy of Pediatrics  Council on Children With Disabilities, 2007).  While these 

interventions are sometimes helpful in managing some of the difficulties associated with ASC, 

research has begun focussing on other evidence-based interventions that may improve an 

individual’s quality of life, for example, PA (Tan, 2011; Taylor et al., 2012).  

PA patterns in YP with ASC.  YP with ASC have been reported as being less likely 

and less willing to engage in PA than both typically developing (TD) YP and YP with other 

disabilities (Pan, 2008; Srinivasan, Pescatello, & Bhat, 2014).  Pan and Frey (2006), reported 

YP with ASC to participate in very few sustained bouts of moderate to vigorous PA, with most 

of their PA occurring during the school day.  These statistics are concerning given the increased 
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prevalence of physical and mental health conditions in this population.  If ASC is considered 

within the context of the social model of disability, we may better understand how sporting 

contexts, such as clubs not knowing how or what support to provide, might explain the limited 

engagement in PA of this population. 

PA and wellbeing for individuals with ASC.  Limited research exists exploring the 

benefits of PA for those with ASC, with most focussing on physical health outcomes (e.g. 

Pitetti, Rendoff, Grover, & Beets, 2007).  Some studies have begun however, to consider the 

positive impact PA might have on the core features of ASC.  Improvements in social behaviour 

(Pan, 2010), communication skills (Hameury et al., 2010), stereotyped behaviours (Yilmaz, 

Yanardağ, Birkan, & Bumin, 2004; Elliott, Dobbin, Rose, & Soper, 1994) and sensory 

sensitivities (Bass, Duchowny, & Llabre, 2009) have all been demonstrated in individuals with 

ASC after participation in PA.  Although limited, research has also investigated the effects of 

PA on additional difficulties associated with ASC, demonstrating improvements in behaviour 

that challenges (Allison, Basile, & MacDonald, 1991).  In a systematic review, a variety of 

exercise interventions were found to result in reduced behaviours such as stereotypy, 

aggression and off-task behaviour (Lang et al., 2010). 

Summary and Rationale 

There is good evidence to suggest PA is beneficial for physical and psychological 

wellbeing.  Despite this, YP with ASC are frequently excluded from participation and are often 

less active than TD YP.  The social model of disability explains how PA patterns of YP with 

ASC may be more affected by social constraints than the actual impairments from the 

condition.  This review aims to bring together literature about the experiences of YP with ASC 

and parents of YP with ASC in PA participation.  It is hoped this will help in understanding 

the barriers and facilitators to PA for this population, and the areas in which development 

should be focussed to increase enjoyment, satisfaction and engagement. 



ASC and Sports Participation   11 

 

Method 

Aims 

This review will provide a summary of published literature investigating the 

experiences of YP with ASC and parents/guardians of YP with ASC.  It will aim to address the 

following questions: 

1. What are the experiences of YP with ASC of participating in PA? 

2. What are the experiences of parents of YP with ASC of their child participating in 

PA? 

Scope 

The focus of this review was on PA.  PA can include everyday pursuits, active 

recreation, or competitive sports (Department of Health, 2011).  Similarly, to Eime et al. 

(2013), papers with a focus on non-active community or leisure activities were excluded from 

review to form more reliable conclusions about PA itself.  Some excluded papers therefore may 

have contained PA data which was missed.  One example of an excluded paper of this kind 

was, Egilson et al. (2017).  The authors investigated community participation of children with 

ASC, discussing participation in a range of activities such as, “community events”, 

“unstructured physical activity” and “religious or spiritual gatherings”.  Despite some PA being 

captured in this study, this was not the focus of the paper and thus conclusions about PA itself 

were not drawn by the authors. 

The review was also limited to papers including individuals with a diagnosis of ASC.  

While some participants may have had additional comorbid diagnoses, such as Intellectual 

Disability (ID), or Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, these conditions were not 

reviewed in their own right.  

Literature Search 

An electronic literature search was conducted using four databases: PsychInfo, EBSCO 

HOST, Web of Science, and SportDiscuss.  The search was conducted on 12th November 2018 
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using the following search terms: Autism* OR ASD OR ASC OR Neurodevelop* OR 

Pervasive Developmental Disorder OR Asperger* AND physical activit* OR exercise OR 

physical OR recreation OR leisure OR fitness OR athletic* OR sport OR play* OR communit* 

AND experience* OR perspective OR perception OR feel* OR enjoy*.  The searches were 

limited to those published in English but were not limited to a time period to maximise the 

scope of the review.  The search retrieved 485 articles (see Figure 2 for a Prisma diagram of 

selection process; Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, Altman, & Group, 2009).  Following screening of 

titles and abstracts, 15 full-text articles were screened, leaving 12 papers for final review.  The 

reference lists and citing articles of key papers and previous review articles were also screened 

to ensure all relevant papers were located, this identified no new papers.  Finally, a Google 

Scholar search was conducted, also producing no new papers.  When screening, the inclusion 

and exclusion criteria outlined in Table 1 and Table 2 were applied.  The details of the 12 

articles identified are presented in Table 3. 

 

Table 1 

Inclusion criteria applied to selection process 

Inclusion criteria Justification 

Participants: YP with ASC (mean 

age = 18 or less) or Parent of YP 

with ASC. 

YP were the focus of this review due to current 

research suggesting YP with ASC engage in 

significantly less PA than TD YP (Pan & Frey, 

2006). It was hoped understanding YP’s and 

parent’s experiences of PA might enable better 

inclusion and participation for YP.  It is also 

understood that YP who are active tend to go on to 

be active adults and so early intervention is key 

(Telama et al., 2014). 

Papers involving PA at school or in 

the community 

Both school and extra-curricular PA were included 

to ensure the capture of activities such as physical 

education as well as opt-in sports programmes of 

varying levels. 

Peer reviewed To ensure a minimum standard quality. 
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The key findings from the 12 articles selected will be summarised, with themes from 

the research being discussed.  A critique of the literature will then be made, drawing on quality 

appraisal checklists from the Joanna Briggs Institute Reviewers Manual (JBI; Aromataris & 

Munn, 2017;) and the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT; Hong, Gonzalez‐Reyes, & 

Pluye, 2018).  Completed checklists are provided in Appendix A.  These informed decisions 

regarding exclusion of papers.  While no minimum standard was set due to the variety in 

methodologies, the checklists had scope for considering whether the critiques generated were 

enough to exclude each paper.  These standards were used to create an evaluation table of 

included papers, presented later (Table 4). This outlines in more detail, the nature of the bias 

or critique raised by the checklists.  Bearing the critique in mind, clinical and research 

implications will be presented, and conclusions drawn. 

 

 

 

Table 2  

Exclusion criteria applied to selection process 

Exclusion criteria Justification 

Main focus on disabilities, not ASC 

specific 

Individuals with ASC are often categorised within 

the context of other comorbid diagnoses, such as 

intellectual disability (ID). Those who do not have 

a comorbid diagnosis therefore often fall between 

the gaps in service provision. This review aimed to 

focus on ASC specifically, highlighting what the 

experiences, barriers and facilitators are of 

participation for this group.  

Individual with an ASC is an adult 
As discussed in Table 1, YP have been focussed on 

due to the potential for proactive intervention 

Main focus on non-sport-based 

leisure or community activity 

As discussed in the scope section, activities that 

included non-active pursuits such as painting or 

cooking were not included to ensure a focus on PA. 
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Figure 2. Prisma diagram of paper selection process 
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Table 3 

Details of Papers Selected for Review 

Author(s) and 

Date 

Focus of Paper Design Method Sample 

Arnell, 

Jerlinder, & 

Lundqvist 

(2018) 

To understand how adolescents with ASC 

perceive, experience and reflect on their 

participation in PA 

Qualitative Semi-structured interviews 24 adolescents with ASC.  

m=17; f=7.  

Aged 12-16 years. 

Ayvazoglu, 

Kozub, Butera, 

& Murray 

(2015) 

Focussed on determinants of PA in children 

with ASC. Also looked at levels of PA in 

children and their parents 

Mixed 

methods 

1. Quantitative: Accelerometer 

2. Qualitative: Q-sort methodology 

3. Qualitative: semi-structured 

interviews 

6 families with child with ASC. 

m=4; f=2.  

Aged 4-13 years. 

Blagrave (2017) Providing space for children with ASC to 

communicate their experiences of adapted 

PE classes  

Qualitative 1. Drawing 

2. Observation 

3. Structured interview 

10 YP with ASC.  

m=9; f=1.  

Aged 10-14 years. 

Gregor et al., 

(2018) 

Gaining an understanding of parents’ 

perspectives of PA participation for their 

child with ASC 

Qualitative Semi-structured interviews 10 parents of YP with ASC.  

9 mothers; 1 father.  

Children aged 11-21 years. 

Healy, Msetfi, & 

Gallagher 

(2013) 

Gaining an insight into experiences of 

children with ASC of PE classes 

Qualitative Semi-structured interviews 12 YP with ASC.  

m=11; f=1.  

Aged 9-11 years. 

Lamb, Firbank, 

& Aldous (2016) 

Exploration of PE through the eyes of 

children with ASC 

Case study 1. Photo-elicitation  

2. Unstructured interview 

5 YP with ASC. 

m=4; f=1.  

Aged 11-16 years. 

Lee, Haegele, & 

Chang (2017) 

Exploring the satisfaction of parents of 

children with ASC towards PE/adapted PE 

teachers 

Cross-

sectional 

survey 

Survey: Parent perceptions toward 

adapted physical education teachers 

(PPTAPET) 

41 parents of YP with ASC. 

Children aged 3-18+ years. 
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May et al., 

(2018) 

Explored parent experiences of and 

influence on child participation in an 

adapted sports programme for children with 

ASC 

Qualitative Two phased research. Reporting on 

phase 1 only here. Semi-structured 

interviews with parents. 

15 families with child with ASC. 

Children all male.  

Age m=5. 9 years. 

Interviews: 4 mums/5 dads 

Must, Phillips, 

Curtin, & 

Bandini (2015) 

Compared the prevalence of child/family, 

social and community barriers to PA 

between children with ASC and TD 

children. Also assessed association of 

parent-perceived barriers to PA and levels 

of PA and screen-time 

Cross-

sectional 

Three questionnaires:  

1. Barriers to physical activity  

2. Assessment of physical activity  

3. Assessment of screen-time 

Parents of YP with ASC & TD YP. 

ASC (n=53): m=83%; f=17%. 

Aged 3-11 years.  

TD: m=78%; f=22%.  

Aged 3-11 years. 

Obrusnikova & 

Cavalier (2011) 

Assessed barriers and facilitators to after-

school participation in PA as perceived by 

children with ASC 

Qualitative 1. MVPA  

2. Accelerometery  

3. Photovoice (digital photography, 

online questionnaire, semi-

structured interview) 

14 YP with ASC. 

m=12; f=2.  

Aged 8-14 years. 

Obrusnikova & 

Miccinello 

(2012) 

Assessed parental perceptions of benefits of 

PA and factors that influence participation 

of children with ASC in PA after school 

Mixed 

methods 

1. Online questionnaire  

2. Focus group interview 

103 parents of YP with ASC.  

YP (n=100): m=85; f=15.  

Aged 5-21 years 

Stanish et al., 

(2015) 

Compared PA enjoyment, perceived 

barriers, beliefs and self-efficacy between 

adolescents with ASC and TD adolescents.  

Cross-

sectional 

Closed questionnaire delivered as 

structured interview 

YP with ASC & TD YP.  

ASC group (n=35): m=29; f=6.  

Aged 13-21 years. 

TD group (n=60): m=36; f=24.  

Aged 13-18 years. 
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Literature Review 

Synthesis of the Literature 

What are the experiences of YP with ASC of participating in PA?  Six of the 

reviewed papers explored experiences of YP with ASC of PA.  This included participation in 

after-school sports activities and Physical Education (PE) classes.  One important finding, as 

demonstrated by Blagrave (2017), was YP with ASC appear to enjoy PA.  In her mixed 

methods study of school-aged children’s experiences of their adapted-PE (APE) sessions, she 

reported YP’s positive sentiments regarding participation.  By providing children with different 

means of communicating their views, including drawings, observation and a semi-structured 

interview, a rich  picture of their experiences was gained.  Blagrave (2017) discussed the theme 

of “enjoyment in participation”, commenting that all participants reported some positive aspect 

of their APE sessions.  Participants in this study however, were all verbally communicative, 

meaning little was learnt about the enjoyment of APE classes from YP with ASC with poorer 

language abilities.  Data was also collected at only one time-point, perhaps not accounting for 

the ups and downs of individual’s experiences over time.  

Stanish et al. (2015), who verbally administered a questionnaire to adolescents with 

ASC and TD adolescents, also provided support for YP with ASC enjoying PA.  In their cross-

sectional study, they compared responses between groups of YP with ASC and TD YP on 

enjoyment, barriers to participation, beliefs and self-efficacy.  Although again, these 

participants were all able to communicate verbally, limiting the generalisability of the findings, 

59% of YP with ASC reported PA to be “a lot of fun”.  While this is somewhat in line with 

Blagrave’s (2017) findings, this was significantly lower than the TD group, 75% of which felt 

PA was “a lot of fun”.  Additionally, the findings demonstrated 65% of the ASC group enjoyed 

team sports.  It is worth noting, the YP in this study were individuals who regularly engaged 
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in PA.  The views of those who do not regularly participate therefore, perhaps due to lack of 

enjoyment, were not explored. 

Lamb et al. (2016), reported 4/5 participants to have talked about enjoying some aspect 

of PA.  In this small-scale case study, YP were provided with an iPad to take photos 

representing their experiences of PE and then engaged in a semi-structured interview to make 

meaning of the photos.  In investigating the theme of enjoyment with regards to team sports, 

Lamb et al. (2016) hypothesised participants’ enjoyment was based on their experience of 

playing games with limited and explicit rules which, require little linguistic interpretation, such 

as dodgeball.  They quoted one participant as stating, “All you have to do is just run, get the 

ball and then throw it and hope you don’t get one thrown at you”.  They took a balanced view 

of enjoyment, describing one participant’s responses who, although reported to enjoy PE as it 

made him feel happy, also discussed many negative aspects, such as worrying about not getting 

the ball and being excluded.  The authors concluded small-scale games with specific conditions 

were perhaps most enjoyable for YP with ASC.  They suggest enjoyment may stem from 

gaining social capital or in instances where success is easily measured (e.g. shooting practice 

in basketball).  Conclusions were drawn about providing athletes with an opportunity to be 

expert in something, allowing for a sense of achievement and feeling valued as a team member. 

Some papers commented more broadly on YP’s experiences of the social aspects of 

sports participation.  Healy et al. (2013), who interviewed 12 young people with ASC to 

explore their experiences of PE classes, found relationships and experiences with peers to be a 

key theme across their data.  The authors discussed the theme ‘peer interactions’, encompassing 

both positive and negative aspects of social interactions.  They highlighted how some 

participants enjoyed the camaraderie between peers during games and being in a team.  

Participants also held beliefs about PA being a good way to make friends, something shared 

by 68% of the ASC group in Stanish et al.'s (2015) study.  Healy et al. (2013) also commented 

on the negative aspects of peer interactions.  Bullying was frequently reported by participants 
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and negative social comparisons apparently influenced participation.  Importantly, the ratio of 

male to female participants in this study was 11:1.  Research has identified several differences 

in the presentation of males and females with ASC, in particular with regard to social 

interactions (Mandy et al., 2012), and as such one might expect their views about PA to differ.  

The idea of positive and negative peer relations in PA was corroborated by the second 

theme emerging from Blagrave’s (2017) data.  In her analysis, the ‘influence of peers and 

family members’ was viewed as positive in relation to families and friends acting as exercise 

partners and thus, increasing PA.  Similar to Healy et al. (2013) though, negative aspects 

including bullying were also highlighted.   

Like Blagrave (2017), Obrusnikova and Cavalier (2011), commented on the idea of 

exercise partners in their exploration of YP’s views about barriers and facilitators to PA.  They 

asked participants to take photos of things making it easier or harder to exercise after school.  

Participants then completed an online questionnaire about the photos and following this, a 

semi-structured interview.  42% of participants felt the lack of an exercise partner was a barrier 

to participation.  By categorizing their coded data into concepts based on the socio-ecological 

model (McLeroy, Bibeau, Steckler, & Glanz, 1988), the frequency of these different categories 

of barriers and facilitators were reported.  The most frequently cited of which, were 

intrapersonal (53%); those influenced by an individual’s characteristics and how they respond 

to the environment and individuals around (Lloyd, Suggs, Blake, & Bardus, 2014).  For 

example, engagement in technology-based activities or feeling tired.  Interpersonal barriers, 

such as the lack of an exercise partner as discussed above, was the next most commonly cited 

(21%), while having friends, siblings or parents who are supportive or physically active was 

viewed as a significant facilitator. 

Further discussion of the social aspects of PA came from Arnell et al. (2018), who 

explored how adolescents with ASC perceive, experience and reflect on their participation in 

PA, using semi-structured interviews.  Their content analysis demonstrated how the social 
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demands of PA itself affected participation.  The authors described how the expectation of 

social interaction during PA was likely to put YP off, particularly in unfamiliar circumstances.  

Difficulty adjusting to others was the most challenging aspect reported by participants but YP 

were also worried about spoiling the fun for others.  This was also picked up by Lamb et al. 

(2016), with one participant stating, “I will um well disappoint people”.   

Another important finding related to sensory experiences.  Blagrave's (2017) final 

theme was of the ‘sensory experience or APE’, highlighting how APE made participants feel 

too hot, sweat too much and wish to be cooler.  This was a common finding across papers, with 

Healy et al. (2013) also reporting their participants disliked getting sweaty, “I hate it when I 

get all hot and sweaty. When I get all hot my hair starts to itch uncontrollably”.  Arnell et al. 

(2018) further corroborated this idea reporting on participants’ dislike for sweating and its 

influence in participation.  Studies also drew attention to other sensory aspects such as noise.  

Healy et al. (2013) reported how sensory issues in response to auditory, tactile and heat 

sensitivity affected participation, for example participants found the noise in the sports hall 

unmanageable.  In reporting on participants’ dislike for certain physical areas relating to PE, 

Lamb et al., (2016) discovered it was the noise level and crowdedness of these areas that felt 

particularly difficult for participants.  The authors commented on how the space PE lessons are 

conducted in is important in relation to YP with ASC’s experience of safety and containment. 

Blagrave (2017) however, commented on one participant’s positive sensory experience 

of exercise, finding it beneficial by providing sensory regulation as well as a break from other 

difficult sensory environments such as classrooms with bright lights.  

Related to sensory sensitivities were participants’ experiences of the weather and how 

this impacted their participation.  Importantly, these studies were conducted across a variety of 

countries, with some experiencing extremely hot summers or inclement weather conditions and 

as such the impact of the weather may be more or less relevant for some YP.  Obrusnikova and 

Cavalier (2011), who conducted their research in Delaware, America, highlighted how 45% of 
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YP in their study reported stormy, rainy, cloudy or hot weather to impact participation.  Stanish 

et al. (2015), also found participants in both the ASC and TD groups reported it was sometimes 

too hot or too cold outside to do sports and exercise (52% in each group) and 92% of these in 

the ASC group felt this would stop their participation.  Blagrave’s (2017) participants also 

commented on the weather, with one suggesting running laps in the sprinklers would be 

preferable.  The author commented that, despite temperatures being relatively high, the 

research was conducted in the spring and before noon.  This perhaps demonstrates the increased 

sensitivity of YP with ASC to weather conditions.  

Some papers commented on YP’s feelings of capability or confidence during PA.  

Arnell et al. (2018) reported how participants’ perceptions of their own physical ability, 

competency in PA and self-confidence were important factors in participation.  Their YP 

reflected PA required several different competencies, including motor skills, knowledge of the 

game and physical abilities.  While some participants felt they were easily able to pick these 

up, others felt they did not meet the minimum standard required and thus were less likely to 

engage.  Obrusnikova and Cavalier (2011) also reported on participants feeling they lacked the 

skills, coordination or balance to participate in the PA of their choice, for example wanting to 

skateboard but not feeling confident in having the skills to do so.  Healy et al. (2013) reported 

participants felt they must be fit and able in order to succeed in PA, leading them to not 

participate as much as they might like and being excluded by peers for their inability, or by 

coaches who allowed them to sit out.  Additionally, Stanish et al. (2015) found significantly 

more individuals in the ASC group reported sports were too hard to learn than the TD group 

(16% vs. 0%).  As Arnell et al. (2018) discuss, sometimes a lack of confidence was related to 

this feeling of a lack of competence however, the lack of confidence also stretched beyond this, 

with the authors reporting low self-esteem relating to aspects such as their appearance, body or 

persona. 
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Arnell et al. (2018) extended the thinking regarding participation of YP with ASC by 

proposing a conditional model of participation.  They described an overarching theme of 

“willing to participate, but it depends…”, explaining how YP with ASC commonly reported 

their participation to depend on a specific concern.  This finding was conceptualised as 

‘conditional participation’.  The authors suggested even when most conditions are met, such as 

feeling competent and confident or having choice over the activity and enjoying it, the YP 

might still choose to abstain because of a previously un-thought of concern.  The relevance of 

this model for YP with ASC was not discussed in comparison with TD YP by the authors.  It 

is important to understand though, despite the conditional model perhaps being appropriate for 

all YP, it may be particularly well-suited to YP with ASC who often have additional needs, 

including ones that are not immediately obvious to others.   

What are the experiences of parents of YP with ASC of their child participating 

in PA?  Six papers explored parents’ feelings towards their child engaging in PA either in PE 

at school or in community-based sports programmes.  One of the most important issues 

emerging from these papers was the idea of inclusion versus exclusion.  This was demonstrated 

by Gregor et al. (2018) who conducted interviews with ten parents of adolescents with ASC.  

Through a thematic analysis of the data, they depicted themes of the hidden labour of raising a 

YP with ASC, programme considerations, and systemic challenges of accessing PA 

programmes.  Parents reported despite wanting to engage their child in PA, many community 

activities were not accessible, due to a lack of integrated or specialised programming for the 

needs of YP with ASC, and social and systemic barriers.  Parents felt many programmes would 

not accept their child unless they had a support worker to aid them during sessions, and coaches 

and teachers were often unsure how to adapt coaching for the diversity of needs and abilities 

of YP with ASC.  This idea was highlighted nicely by one parent, “Eli would love this, but 

they wouldn’t take him because of his Autism and even when I offered to provide one-to-one 

support they didn’t want to, they felt it was a liability”.  
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This idea of systemic barriers was corroborated by Obrusnikova and Miccinello's 

(2012) study of parental perceptions of factors influencing participation.  103 parents of YP 

with ASC completed an online questionnaire and/or took part in a focus group exploring the 

perceived advantages and disadvantages of participation in PA and the barriers and facilitators 

to it.  The authors reported almost a third of parents cited the lack of available community 

programmes or locations with developmentally appropriate or affordable PA opportunities to 

be a significant barrier to participation and their child’s enjoyment of PA.  Eight parents also 

observed staff members in their local community programmes did not have the experience or 

knowledge to accommodate their child with ASC, one parent stated, “I think most community 

programmes are unaware of the issues of the Autism spectrum…[they] tend to be volunteers 

who are not necessarily skilled or aware or educated to the issues that we face every day”.  

Parents in Ayvazoglu et al.'s (2015) study discussed the social exclusion faced in 

community programmes.  Limited understanding of disability from some parents and social 

isolation were considered the main restrictions.  In this mixed methods study, six families with 

a child with ASC participated in three phases of data collection.  First, activity levels were 

monitored, then a q-sort task was completed and finally a semi-structured interview was 

administered based on responses from the q-sort task.  Parents reported feeling excluded by 

other families, often feeling blamed for their child’s difficult behaviour.  They also commented 

on the poor understanding by coaches and instructors of ASC and thus, their child being 

excluded.  One parent reflected how this had led to a wider feeling of exclusion from the local 

community, forcing them to rely on a small circle of support coming largely from other families 

with children with disabilities. 

Contrastingly, parents in May et al.'s (2018) study praised the efforts of an adapted 

Auskick football programme.  The authors utilised an existing programme teaching the basic 

movement and ball handling skills required for Australian Rules football, adapting it to 

accommodate the needs of YP with ASC.  Following an 11-week programme, parents were 
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interviewed about their experiences of their child’s participation.  Thematic analysis of this 

data identified three themes: ‘through the programme we had the opportunity to do something 

normal’; ‘simple adaptations make the programme work for kids with ASC’; and ‘there are 

barriers to team sport participation, but the benefits are worth it’.  Unlike the previous studies, 

this adapted programme enabled parents to feel PA was accessible and successful for their 

child.  Some of the adaptations reported as particularly helpful were the length of activities, the 

flexibility of the structure and a focus on repetition of a few basic skills rather than a wide 

range of content.  They also commented on the use of visual instructions and social stories 

(Gray & Garand, 1993) and allowing for breaks for YP to unwind and release excess energy.  

Importantly, parents felt the coaches understood and could adapt coaching methods for 

individuals. 

The idea of experience and knowledge of coaches in adapting PA programmes was also 

discussed by Lee et al. (2017) in their cross-sectional survey design study.  Using the Parent 

Perceptions Toward Adapted Physical Education Teachers (PPTAPET) survey, they 

investigated the experiences of 41 parents of children with ASC on factors such as qualification 

to work with YP with ASC, parent-teacher rapport, and communication skills.   Most parents 

either agreed or strongly agreed on items related to satisfaction of communication (56%), 

qualification (56%), and rapport (61%).  The authors further explored the data by categorising 

the type of PE/APE session the YP was involved in, creating two groups: fully inclusive 

PE/APE sessions (always including peers without disabilities) or non-fully inclusive 

(sometimes or never including peers without disabilities).  A significant difference was found 

between the reported satisfaction of parents in these groups, for example of communication 

(p=.009); qualification (p=.017) and rapport (p=.011), with parents whose child was educated 

in a non-fully inclusive environment being significantly more satisfied on these variables.  The 

authors commented on this finding in relation to the recent increase in advocation for inclusive 

teaching environments.  Based on their findings, they question whether inclusive PE classes 
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are what is best for YP with ASC.  Parents in Obrusnikova and Miccinello's (2012) study also 

reported feeling the PE their child received was not wholly suitable as it did not accommodate 

their child’s needs, feeling an adapted PE programme would be more appropriate.  

Another finding from these papers was related to the significant barriers existing to 

participation.  As well as the social and systemic barriers discussed above, parents in 

Obrusnikova and Miccinello's  (2012) study reported on interpersonal, intrapersonal and 

physical barriers.  While parents generally held positive beliefs about PA, difficulties with 

social and motor skills, attentional and behavioural difficulties, as well as narrow interests often 

relating to technology, were thought to reduce children’s participation in PA.  Similarly to YP’s 

opinions in Obrusnikova and Cavalier's (2011) study, parents reported intrapersonal barriers to 

be the most significant.  This included a preference for technology-based activities and a lack 

of motivation or interest in PA.  This was in line with research conducted by Must et al. (2015), 

who outlined the differences in barriers to PA reported by parents of children with ASC and 

TD children.  Three questionnaires were completed by parents, investigating perceived barriers 

to participation, type and frequency of PA, and screen time.  A high level of social barriers 

were reported, for example difficulties with social skills, and a lack of expertise in coaches to 

include their child.  Significantly more barriers were reported by the ASC group than the TD 

group, and the number of barriers to PA was significantly positively related to levels of screen 

time in children with ASC.  What is unclear from these studies however, is whether a preference 

for technology-based activities leads to a decrease in participation in PA for YP with ASC, or 

whether the numerous barriers to participation for these YP leads them to seek other activity 

and thus, increases their screen-time. 

Other papers commented on these barriers further.  Ayvazoglu et al. (2015), for 

example, discussed parents’ thoughts about time management, feeling they had to prioritise 

activities such as treatments and schoolwork over extra-curricular activities.  Similarly, parents 

in Gregor et al.'s (2018) study felt the hidden labour involved in raising a child with ASC meant 
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their time was spent managing the household, going to treatment sessions or advocating in the 

community, all of which took precedence over PA.  One parent described wanting to be able 

to involve their child more in PA but feeling unable due to stress and worry about paying for 

treatments.  Notably, these studies were conducted in Canada and America, where treatment 

for healthcare is costly.  It seems possible therefore, that YP with ASC in countries without a 

healthcare system to help cover these costs, may face more financial and practical barriers and 

thus have fewer opportunities to engage in extra-curricular PA.  

Most parents felt PA benefited their child in several ways, reporting it to promote a 

range of skills from the development of new interests to developments in physical ability.  

Parents in May et al.'s (2018) study reported to have noticed improvements in motor skills and 

hand-eye coordination in their children.  They also felt the programme had been a chance for 

their child to develop socially and emotionally, discussing how, although their children found 

it difficult to work in a team, doing so enabled them to see the benefits to working in groups.  

Parents also reported on their child’s participation in what was considered a “normal” activity, 

and how this had allowed them to feel included with peers at school.  Parents in Obrusnikova 

and Miccinello's (2012) study also reported many advantages to participation in PA for their 

child with ASC.  The most common of these were physical, such as increased fitness and weight 

management, improved sleep and increased physical health.  They also reported on 

psychosocial benefits, with PA increasing socialisation opportunities, and increasing factors 

such as confidence, self-esteem and general mental wellbeing.  Some parents also felt PA 

participation had increased their child’s social skills, decreased anxiety and frustration and 

taught them knowledge of sports rules and of the outside environment.  Parents did also report 

some negative effects of PA however, relating to psychosocial factors such as increased 

negative affective reactions, bullying and teasing (similarly discussed by many YP), 

overstimulation, lack of success in motor skills and increased fatigue.  
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Summary of findings.  Generally, the literature reviewed here suggests PA has a 

positive impact on YP with ASC.  Both YP and parents discussed the social aspect of PA 

participation, with emphasis on its ability to enable friendships and social relationships and the 

negative impact of bullying and social comparisons.  Several of the papers commented on 

barriers and facilitators to participation, with emphasis from some on the importance of 

children enjoying the PA (e.g. Obrusnikova & Miccinelo, 2012).  Other important factors 

included YP feeling in control and the environment being suitable.  Parents also commented 

on the use of rewards as a helpful tool in engagement.  Both YP and parents however, discussed 

how intrapersonal factors such as YP’s preference for screen-based activities might limit their 

participation in PA.  Interpersonal barriers such as the lack of an exercise partner or community 

barriers such as having trained staff at community programmes were additionally reported by 

parents and/or YP.    

Critique of the Literature 

While these papers have provided a helpful overview of the perceptions of YP with 

ASC and parents of YP with ASC of participating in PA, it is important to provide a critique 

of these studies before drawing conclusions.  An overview of the key critiques is presented in 

Table 4.   

Measures and materials.  Interviews were the most common methodology used in the 

reviewed papers.  Some piloted interviews first to practice interviewing individuals with ASC 

(Arnell et al., 2018; Stanish et al., 2015) which may have helped in getting the most from 

participants.  Other studies used more innovative methods such as the use of photovoice.  This 

method seemed particularly appropriate for the ASC population as it is reported as giving YP 

a visual voice with which to express their experiences (Burke, 2009).  As Lamb et al. (2016) 

discuss, this method was selected as the photos informed the interview, helping to stimulate 

dialogue between researcher and participant (Fitzgerald, Jobling, & Kirk, 2003) and 

interpretation of the images.  



ASC and Sports Participation    28 
   

Some studies also used measures to assess levels of activity such as accelerometery 

(Ayvazoglu et al., 2015; Obrusnikova & Miccinello, 2012).  This was somewhat useful in 

determining activity levels but has been criticised for inaccuracies and being influenced by the 

actual act of measuring activity.  As such, it is considered most effective when combined with 

other data collection such as self-report and direct observations (Welk, Corbin, & Dale, 2000).  

Further, some papers were unclear about the participants’ ASC diagnosis.  While some 

validated this with diagnostic tools such as the Autism Diagnostic Interview-Revised (ADI-R; 

Rutter, LeCouteur, & Lord, 2003), others used tools not developed for this purpose or made no 

comment.  Without clarity over diagnosis, it is difficult to make generalisations about the 

findings of such studies.  

Sampling biases.  Many papers utilised opportunity or purposeful sampling designs, 

and some were limited in their breadth of sampling: selecting from a single institution or service 

(Arnell et al., 2018; Blagrave, 2017; Healy et al., 2013; May et al., 2018; & Obrusnikova & 

Cavalier, 2011).  The sample frequently only included individuals who were participating in 

PA regularly, creating a positive bias towards engagement. 

Gender was also often not considered appropriately.  Despite many papers having a 

sample representing the population prevalence, the small number of females involved in studies 

may have led to misrepresentation of their views.  Further, the age range was often rather broad.  

Younger children with ASC may have different views to older children, so it may have been 

more appropriate to narrow the inclusion criteria to avoid misrepresentation.  In addition, all 

papers recruited predominantly Caucasian participants, with some failing to mention ethnicity 

entirely (Blagrave, 2017; Lamb et al., 2016; & May et al., 2018).  Most studies also failed to 

report on socio-economic status and other important demographics.  These sampling biases are 

important to consider when drawing conclusions from the data presented.  

Design.  Of the 12 papers, six were qualitative in nature, utilising semi-structured or 

structured interview techniques and innovative methods such as photography and drawing.  
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Two papers utilised a mixed methods approach, while three papers utilised a cross-sectional 

design and one used a case series approach.  While qualitative designs allow for exploration of 

participants views and thus perhaps were an appropriate choice of design for many studies, the 

use of structured interviews or questionnaires with multiple choice answers may not have 

allowed for exploration of participants views as thoroughly. 

Use of control group.  Two papers utilised a control group (Must et al., 2015 & Stanish 

et al., 2015), which was found to be somewhat helpful in comparing individuals with ASC and 

TD individuals’ experiences.  It is questionable however, how much these control groups added 

to the understanding of experiences of YP with ASC, or parents’ views in relation to PA as 

they did not investigate the differences and similarities between the groups further by exploring 

what YP thought of this. 

Analysis.  Many of the reviewed papers utilised qualitative analysis methods.  This 

included thematic and content analysis as well as a coding technique described by Hruschka et 

al. (2004).  While most of these studies outlined their coding procedure well, describing 

different levels of coding as well as whether transcripts were co-rated, there was a general lack 

of reflexivity within the studies, with most authors failing to describe clearly their position and 

role within the work.  An exception to this was Gregor et al. (2018), who reported on several 

measures taken to ensure procedural and analytical rigour.  The research teams’ background 

was considered, data was generated concurrently with analysis and transcripts were reviewed 

for accuracy.  In contrast, Lamb et al. (2016), were very brief in their description of analysis 

making it more difficult to assess the validity of their findings.  In general, the qualitative 

analysis performed by all studies appeared appropriate, however, reporting on the analysis 

procedure was lacking in some papers. 

The remaining three studies reported the use of quantitative methods which were 

generally appropriate for the data collected.  Only Must et al. (2016) however, reported on the 

normality of their data and how this informed their use of parametric or non-parametric 
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methods.  They were also the only authors to comment on adjustment for multiple comparisons.  

Lee et al.’s (2017) reporting of analysis procedure and results was very brief and thus made it 

difficult to determine the validity of their conclusions.  Further, no papers commented on any 

power calculations, thus the appropriateness of their sample size for detecting significance was 

unclear. 

Ethical considerations.  The only paper to comment on ethical considerations aside 

from having gained ethical approval, was Healy et al. (2013).  They described the adaptations 

made to information sheets to ensure participants with ASC fully understood what they were 

consenting to.  They also checked participants understanding of what would be spoken about 

and why before beginning interviews.  This was missing from other studies.  This is important 

as involving YP with ASC in research of this kind is vital, however must be done sensitively 

and in line with ethical procedures.  

Table 4. 

Key Critiques Based on Quality Assurance Tools 

Paper 

(Quality assurance tool) 
Key Strengths Key weaknesses 

Arnell et al. (2018) 

(JBI qualitative) 

✓ Age appropriate versions of 

information sheets 

✓ Pilot interviews to test 

questions and practice 

interviewing individuals with 

ASC 

✓ Researchers from various 

professional backgrounds: 

reduced risk of biased 

ubinterpretation of results 

 No consideration of ethnicity 

or culture 

 Limited to individuals with 

high-functioning Autism 

(HFA) who could take part 

in interview 

 Gender imbalance 

Ayvazoglu et al. (2015) 

(MMAT) 

✓ Multiple triangulation 

approaches used: of methods 

and of analysts 

✓ Good explanation of 

theoretical grounding 

 

 Included only HFA 

 Family systems approach but 

interviewed mothers only 

 Mostly white British 

 Conclusions based on only 6 

cases 

 No diagnostic information 
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Blagrave (2017) 

(JBI qualitative) 

✓ Triangulation of data 

collection 

✓ Innovative methodology 

✓ Clarified diagnosis by 

professionals and parents 

 Time-period of data 

collection very brief 

 Some questions were vague. 

 Methodology required 

narrative retell abilities 

Gregor et al. (2018) 

(JBI qualitative) 

✓ Good procedural and 

analytical rigour 

✓ Appropriate participant 

number for exploratory study 

 Participants from single 

Canadian metropolitan area 

 

Healy et al. (2013) 

(JBI qualitative) 

✓ Interview strategy developed 

with individuals who had 

experience with ASC 

✓ Bracketing carried out to 

reduce impact of bias 

✓ Reported on ethical 

considerations 

 Ratio of male to female = 

11:1 

 Participants all attended 

mainstream education – only 

captures views of HFA 

group 

 Sampling strategy limiting 

Lamb et al. (2016) 

(JBI case study) 

✓ ASC diagnosis confirmed 

✓ Innovative methodology 

✓ Good theoretical 

underpinning 

 Participants had 

comorbidities 

 Very small number of 

participants 

 No discussion of limitations 

Lee et al. (2017) 

(JBI cross-sectional)  

✓ Reported on psychometrics 

of questionnaire used 

✓ Broad age-range used 

 Inclusion/Exclusion criteria 

not clearly defined 

 Predominantly Caucasian 

participants 

 

May et al. (2018) 

(JBI qualitative) 

✓ Verified diagnosis of ASC 

✓ Good description of 

programme being evaluated 

 Interviews were very short 

(6 questions) 

 All male participants 

 Small participant number 

Must et al. (2015) 

(JBI cross-sectional) 

✓ Verified ASC diagnosis 

✓ Variety of recruitment 

methods 

✓ Appropriate control group 

used 

✓ Statistical analysis 

appropriate 

 Sample was all white British 

and well educated 

 Relied on self-report 

measures 

Obrusnikova & Cavalier 

(2011) 

(JBI qualitative) 

✓ Verified ASC diagnosis 

✓ Inter-rater reliability was 

good 

✓ Innovative methodology 

used 

 

 Sample were all average 

cognitive ability 

 No comment on parental 

influence 

 No external measure of 

facilitators and barriers 
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Discussion 

This review aimed to explore the experiences of YP with ASC and parents of YP with 

ASC regarding participation in PA.  The included papers were of varying quality as is 

highlighted by Table 4.  Quality assurance checklists formed the basis of the critique alongside 

more general consideration of methodological rigour.  While the quality was variable, all 

papers included in this review were published in peer reviewed journals and were deemed to 

meet an appropriate standard.  The most common concern regarded small and often un-diverse 

sample sizes.  While these are important issues to consider, it must be emphasised research in 

this field is in its infancy and many of these studies are the first of their kind.  

The view from YP across these papers was generally positive regarding PA, often being 

described as enjoyable, fun and worthwhile.  This included reports that PA enabled friendships, 

provided opportunities for success, improved motor skills and for some, provided positive 

sensory experiences.  YP in these papers however, also reported negative aspects of PA, for 

example, experiencing bullying and teasing, sensory sensitivities to the PA environment 

including uncomfortable levels of noise or physical discomfort such as overheating, and a lack 

of confidence in their own abilities.  Some of the studies explored barriers to participation and 

these were found to fit well with some aspects of Eime et al.’s (2013) model.  For example, 

intrapersonal barriers were the most frequently cited by YP, including a preference for 

technology-based activities but YP also reported interpersonal barriers such as the lack of an 

Obrusnikova & 

Miccinello (2012) 

(MMAT) 

✓ Large sample size 

✓ Verified diagnosis of ASC 

✓ Used two data sources 

 No external measure of 

facilitators and barriers – not 

objective 

 Participants predominantly 

Caucasian 

Stanish et al. (2015) 

(JBI cross-sectional) 

✓ Verified ASC diagnosis 

✓ Pilot tested interviews 

(albeit not on individuals 

with ASC) 

 Small unrepresentative 

sample 

 Gender balance uneven in 

ASC group but not in TD 

group 
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exercise partner and physical barriers including inclement weather conditions.  Despite these 

barriers and negative experiences, many YP in the studies felt positively about PA and wished 

to participate more frequently.  More in depth study of the social, environmental and policy 

barriers might have been helpful in order to better understand the PA patterns of YP with ASC.  

Additionally, some recognition of the positive bias perhaps created by the selection of 

participants already engaging in PA may have provided a more comprehensive and 

generalisable understanding of participation.   

In order to understand levels of activity and experiences of PA further, studies exploring 

the perceptions of parents of YP with ASC were also reviewed.  While there were some 

similarities in what parents and YP reported, there were several aspects parents alone described.  

One important similarity was parents felt their child’s interest in technology-based activities 

and the lack of an exercise partner contributed to their low levels of engagement in PA.  They 

also spoke of financial and practical barriers such as the cost of treatments and other hidden 

aspects involved in raising a child with ASC.  Many of these studies however, did not consider 

culture or socio-economic status within their work and were often conducted in a single 

geographical location, thus conclusions about aspects such as costs of treatment and its impact 

on PA participation must be interpreted with caution.  Parents also reported feeling their child 

was excluded from participation by community or school programmes that weren’t equipped 

or willing to provide the support required.  Interestingly, parents themselves also seemed to 

exclude their child from community programmes, due to feeling coaches were not qualified 

enough.  This idea of social exclusion was felt by parents across several papers.  While these 

conclusions were drawn from papers where sample sizes were particularly low, there was a 

helpful consideration within them of barriers from a range of levels, which in some respects 

overlapped with those outlined by the HTS model (Eime et al., 2013).   

Despite there being no consensus about what type of PA programme might be best, a 

dissatisfaction with the current integrated programmes and some satisfaction with those 
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catering specifically for YP with ASC, raised questions about what type of PA session is best.  

Many parents did however, feel their child benefitted from engaging in PA in several ways, 

from developing their motor and coordination skills to improving social skills and 

communication.  Several parents across the studies wished they could help their child to 

participate more frequently and that things such as accessible and supportive sports 

programmes, having a structure and routine, and enabling YP to have choice around PA helped 

them to participate. 

Limitations of this Review  

 This review attempted to bring together research from a relatively new and innovative 

field and thus provides an important overview of research in this area.  The limitations of this 

work however, are important to note.  Firstly, the concept of PA is a broad one and could 

possibly include a range of activities.  It may be that in attempting to be concise and accurate, 

some papers were lost that may have commented on PA within other leisure activities.  

Secondly, many papers did not refer to other disabilities within its sample.  This may have 

skewed the results since the sample may not have consisted of individuals with a sole diagnosis 

of ASC.   

Clinical Implications 

When considering PA for YP with ASC, this review has highlighted the importance of 

several factors in relation to making sessions enjoyable, practical and accessible.  The literature 

has demonstrated YP and parents feel PA is generally positive with regards to social, physical 

and psychological wellbeing.  This fits with Eime et al.'s (2013) model which, proposes these 

factors as important outcomes of participation in sport.  While these were discussed by YP and 

their parents as isolated factors, the authors of some papers discussed the idea that they may 

interact.  Lamb et al. (2016) for example, commented on how physical achievements in sport 

may promote social capital and a sense of mastery for YP with ASC.  This in turn may promote 



ASC and Sports Participation    35 
   

psychological benefits, as Obrusnikova and Miccinello (2012) discussed, such as increased 

confidence and self-esteem.  Considering this, it is important to reflect on where PA fits within 

support services for YP with ASC.  If opportunities can be provided for YP to gain confidence 

in their own abilities and learn transferable skills, there may be scope for PA interventions to 

become a standard part of care plans.  It is perhaps the role of clinical psychologists to begin 

to think outside of the therapy room and to help encourage community-based interventions in 

promoting psychological wellbeing through sport. 

As highlighted by this review, particularly by parents, it is important for professionals 

to consider carefully the level of inclusivity of PA programmes.  While in many areas, inclusion 

for YP with disabilities is being promoted, it may be that within the PA environment, YP with 

ASC require a feeling of safety and containment that might be more likely to come from 

sessions specifically catering to the difficulties associated with ASC.  This is particularly 

important considering some of the reports from YP within these studies of bullying and teasing.  

This can be related to the concentric circles in Eime et al’s (2013) model, reminding us of the 

importance of paying attention not only to the individual barriers and facilitators, but 

interpersonal, social and policy level factors also.  Engendering a safe and containing 

environment to practice skills and take risks in participating in new activities therefore is vital 

in order for YP to gain confidence in their own abilities.  

Research Implications  

Further research is still needed in thinking about what interventions work best, how 

coaches can adapt their practice to suit individuals with ASC and how clubs, professionals and 

communities can reduce the number of barriers facing these YP.  The papers reviewed here 

have demonstrated a desire for PA among YP with ASC and thus provides weight to the 

argument for increasing research in this field.  
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An important consideration for future research would be to ensure the diversity of 

individuals with ASC is represented.  Many papers focussed on YP with ASC with average 

intellectual abilities.  It is vital to consider the views of those who may have a comorbid ID 

who are often excluded from participating in research resulting in their experiences remaining 

unheard.  Additionally, it would be important to consider how YP with ASC identify with 

gender and how this impacts their experiences of PA, as research has indicated that difficulties 

associated with ASC may differ considerably between genders and thus may influence how PA 

is perceived.  Considering the lack of attention to diversity within the studies reviewed here, it 

would also be helpful for future research to attend to participant demographics in relation to 

culture and ethnicity, recruiting a more diverse sample and to consider this alongside models 

such as Eime et al (2013) to help influence change at all levels.  Research with much larger 

sample sizes may also be of benefit, as most of the reviewed studies included a very small 

number of participants, making generalisations to the wider population difficult.  Research 

focussing on the outcomes and potential benefits of PA, such as those hypothesised in Eime at 

al.’s (2013) model is also important. 

Conclusion 

This review aimed to explore the experiences of PA by YP with ASC and parents of 

YP with ASC.  This question was important since research has indicated levels of PA in YP 

with ASC are significantly below recommended guidelines.  PA has shown to promote good 

physical and mental wellbeing in the TD population (Penedo & Dahn, 2005), and thus may 

also prove effective in promoting wellbeing in individuals with ASC.  By bringing together 

this body of literature, this review has helped provide a stronger narrative about what YP with 

ASC enjoy about PA and aspects of it they find challenging or negative.  Reviewing the 

perspectives of their parents has also given consideration to the difficulties families face in 
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attempting to encourage participation.  Having this data may help clinicians and service 

providers ensure sports provision is made accessible and appealing to YP with ASC. 
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Abstract 

Background 

Young People (YP) with Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC) are often excluded from 

participating in physical activity (PA).  Insufficient literature exists exploring this issue. The 

present study therefore aimed to explore the experiences of individuals coaching YP with ASC, 

to determine what works well in engaging and motivating YP with ASC in sport, and what the 

challenges are in doing so. 

Methods 

Ten semi-structured interviews were conducted with coaches of YP with ASC.  Data 

were transcribed and subjected to thematic analysis.  Validation interviews were conducted 

with two YP with ASC to further explore this matter. 

Results 

Five key themes were identified.  These were: the coach-athlete relationship, coaching 

strategies, benefits of participation, behaviour management, and ASC and PA. Data from 

validation interviews demonstrated some similarities with coach’s opinions but also some 

differences. 

Discussion 

The findings suggested the coach-athlete relationship is vital in engaging and 

motivating YP with ASC to participate.  Importantly, the diversity of YP with ASC was 

recognised, outlining the need for a person-centred approach to coaching. Some general 

strategies were discussed as helpful, particularly relating to structure and communication. 

Clinical and research implications are discussed. 

 

 

Keywords: Autism, Coaching, Sport, Young People   
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Introduction 

The benefit of physical activity (PA) on physical and mental health in neurotypical 

populations is well documented.  Participation in PA has shown to protect against physical 

health conditions such as obesity, chronic heart disease and diabetes (Warburton, Nicol, & 

Bredin, 2006) and mental health conditions such as depression and anxiety (Eime, Young, 

Harvey, Charity, & Payne, 2013; Paluska & Schwenk, 2000).  Research has also indicated a 

positive impact on other aspects of functioning such as motor skills (Favazza et al., 2013), 

social skills (Howie, Lukacs, Pastor, Reuben, & Mendola, 2010) and self-esteem (Ekeland, 

Heian, Hagen, & Coren, 2005). 

Participation in PA 

Despite the benefits of PA, participation levels vary greatly across generations, gender 

and ability level.  Individuals with a disability are far less likely to engage in PA than those 

without a disability, with 51% of those with three or more impairments classified as inactive, 

compared with 21% of those with no impairments (Sport England, 2018).  One population 

recently highlighted as being significantly less active are young people (YP) with Autism 

Spectrum Condition (ASC; Pan, 2008; Srinivasan, Pescatello, & Bhat, 2014).  

ASC.  ASC is a neurodevelopmental condition characterised by a dyad of impairments,  

with difficulties in social communication/social interaction, and restricted/repetitive patterns 

of behaviour, interests or activities and sensory sensitivities (American Psychiatric Association 

[APA], 2013).  Alongside these core diagnostic features, many individuals with ASC find 

everyday activities more challenging (Eaves & Ho, 2008) and are at greater risk of comorbid 

physical health conditions (Curtin, Jojic, & Bandini, 2014), mental health conditions (Simonoff 

et al., 2008), and motor skills deficits (Dziuk et al., 2007).   
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Models of Disability 

The different models of disability and the implications they have for understanding 

participation in and benefits of PA are important to consider.  While the medical model has 

historically been the most dominant framework for understanding disability (Townsend, Smith, 

& Cushion, 2016), its focus on individual impairment as disabling means the role of societal 

and environmental barriers in exclusion and discrimination are ignored.  Elite disability sport 

demonstrates a close alignment with the medical model, whereby disability is reduced to 

biological mechanisms and processes that are sought to be overcome by strategies and 

interventions for disabled athletes to enhance performance.  This implies the key barriers to 

participation are to do with the limitations their impairment poses rather than broader systems 

level factors.   

A preferred understanding of disability in relation to PA comes from the social model 

of disability (Llewellyn & Hogan, 2000).  This positions individual impairment as separate 

from disability, instead understanding how societal and environmental discourses and factors 

act to disable those with differences.  Thus, individuals with impairments are believed unable 

to participate in PA not due to the restrictions of their impairment, but due to factors within the 

context and environment of sports clubs (Townsend et al., 2016).  These ideas are increasingly 

being used to understand participation in PA, whereby intrapersonal, interpersonal, 

organisational, environmental and policy variable are considered to influence engagement (e.g. 

Casey, Eime, Payne, & Harvey, 2009).  One recent model of participation in PA using this 

framework is the Health through Sport (HTS) model (Eime et al.. 2013), which considers a 

range of factors influencing participation, engagement and outcome of PA.  
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Figure 1. HTS conceptual model (Eime et al., 2013) 

HTS model.  This model highlights the relationship between determinants that drive 

PA, sport itself and the outcomes or reported benefits of participation (see figure 1).  It proposes 

three primary categories of health outcome (physical, psychological and social) and two 

secondary categories (psychosocial and physical/psychological).  Based on the social 

ecological approach (Sallis & Owen, 2015), it depicts determinants of participation as 

concentric rings spreading outwards from individuals’ intrapersonal characteristics, to 
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widening spheres of influence.  The sport aspect involves both team and individual sports as 

well as variants (e.g. running in a group).  The three health outcomes are illustrated as 

overlapping to represent the interactions between them.  For example, relationships made 

through team sports may satisfy a need for belonging and, as such, enhance psychological 

wellbeing and social skills.  Its benefit over more traditional models based on a medical 

understanding of disability, is that it considers societal and environmental factors in 

participation.  This is largely ignored by models such as the Psychological Continuum model 

(PCM; Funk & James, 2001), which explain participation through the psychological 

relationship an individual may form with a sport object such as a team or activity. 

PA Outcomes for Individuals with ASC 

Whilst there is an emerging body of research exploring the benefits of PA for 

individuals with ASC, initial investigations have focussed largely on physical health outcomes 

(e.g. Pitetti, Rendoff, Grover, & Beets, 2007).  A fraction of this research however, has 

considered the positive impact on core features of ASC.  Improvements in social behaviour 

(Pan, 2010), communication skills (Hameury et al., 2010), stereotyped behaviours (Yilmaz, 

Yanardağ, Birkan, & Bumin, 2004; Elliott, Dobbin, Rose, & Soper, 1994) and sensory 

sensitivities (Bass, Duchowny, & Llabre, 2009) have all been demonstrated in individuals with 

ASC after participation in PA interventions.  For a meta-analysis, see Sowa & Meulenbroek 

(2012).  Although limited, research has also investigated the effects of PA on associated 

difficulties of ASC, for instance in reducing challenging behaviour (Allison, Basile, & 

MacDonald, 1991). 

Our understanding of what helps promote such benefits and how to engage more YP 

with ASC in PA, is limited.  Recently, research has explored the barriers and facilitators to 

participation in PA for this population using similar constructs to those in the HTS model (Eime 

et al., 2013).  The key factors included intrapersonal considerations such as a preference for 
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technology-based activities, interpersonal factors such as the lack of an exercise partner and 

community factors such as limited appropriate community provision (Obrusnikova & Cavalier, 

2011; Obrusnikova & Miccinello, 2012; Must, Phillips, Curtin, & Bandini, 2015).  Regarding 

this last factor, many parents reported feeling dissatisfied with the level of experience and 

expertise within community programmes to be able to provide appropriate coaching and 

supervision to their children.  Parents not only felt clubs excluded YP, but it is possible parents 

themselves also felt unwilling to allow their child to attend sessions. 

The Role of the Coach 

In competitive sports, coaches are considered vital, providing instruction, guiding the 

practice of skills and giving feedback.   They must take on multiple roles to ensure they achieve 

the best, being a teacher, a motivator and a strategist and are believed to be able to positively 

affect individuals’ engagement, performance, behaviour and wellbeing (Horn, 2002).  To do 

this, they must be effective in their coaching.  Various models of measuring and defining this 

effectiveness have been developed. 

Models of coaching.  Sports coaching is a complex social process created and 

maintained by a set of reciprocal interpersonal relationships and permeated by contextual 

constraints (Vella, Oades, & Crowe, 2010).  Several models of coaching have been proposed, 

however these are largely limited to mainstream environments.  While they allow coaches to 

ground their practice in definitive principals and for coaching training programmes to be 

informed by research (Saury & Durand, 1998), they often leave little room for considering the 

role of individual differences in participation and engagement.  Disability coaching therefore 

remains largely unexplored, despite the importance of developing formalised structures to 

enable coaches to engage YP with disabilities in PA.   

Much of what exists of current literature in disability coaching is reflective of an 

alignment with the medical model of disability.   Townsend et al. (2016) argue models of 
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coaching should be carefully considered alongside models of disability, for coaches to examine 

their assumptions about athletes with disabilities and the consequences these have.  For 

example, coach beliefs about disability are thought to implicitly and explicitly manifest 

themselves in coach behaviour, discourse, practice-types, beliefs about talent and judgements 

about disabled athletes (Cregan, Bloom, & Reid, 2007). 

Models outlining the role of psychological factors in coaching and aligning more with 

the social model of disability therefore, are considered helpful in broadening understanding of 

what are deemed to be the barriers to effective coaching for all.  The coaching efficacy (CE) 

model (Feltz, Chase, Moritz, & Sullivan, 1999), for example, recognises the importance of the 

extent coaches believe in their capacity to affect the learning and performance of their athletes, 

consisting of four dimensions (figure 2).  It emphasises the importance of the coaches 

psychological state on athlete’s performance and engagement rather than solely focussing on 

athlete ability or disability.  Within this model, increased CE is believed to result in more 

effective coaching and thus better athlete/team outcomes (Kavussanu, Boardley, Jutkiewicz, 

Vincent, & Ring, 2008).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Coaching Efficacy Model (Feltz et al., 1999) 

Barriers to participation from a coaching perspective.  Taking the principles from 

the CE model alongside the HTS model (Eime et al., 2013), one significant barrier to 

participation for YP with ASC might be from an organisational level.  That is, a lack of 

Motivation Efficacy 

The confidence in one’s ability to 

influence psychological skills and 

states of athletes. 

Game Strategy Efficacy 

The belief one can lead their team 

to success in competition 

Technique Efficacy 

Relating to belief in one’s ability 

to instruct skills and identify 

difficulties. 

Character-building Efficacy 

The belief in one’s ability to 

influence personal development 

and positive attitude towards sport 

in athletes. 
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understanding of ASC among coaches, may contribute to YP’s exclusion and reduce the 

positive benefits they receive from PA.  A limited knowledge regarding the impact of ‘hidden’ 

difficulties such as heightened anxiety in social situations, sensory challenges and difficulties 

in understanding abstract language, might be influencing coaches’ abilities to fully engage their 

YP with ASC.  Kavussanu et al. (2008) state variables such as prior coaching experience and 

social support from parents may be important in CE.  It seems parents of YP with ASC may 

have limited confidence in community coaches (Must et al., 2015) and this narrative may 

therefore be adding to disability sports coaches feeling underequipped. 

Summary and Rationale 

Considering the importance placed on the role of the coach in mainstream sports and 

recognising the dearth of resources and training available to disability sports coaches in relation 

to ASC, it seems important to bring together information regarding best practice in this field.  

There is a very small body of literature from organisations such as the National Autistic Society 

(NAS) and Intellectual Disability (ID) forums, for example, guidance around working with 

young people with ASC in sporting environments (NAS, 2016).  There remains considerable 

scope to develop the knowledge base further though, by drawing upon the opinions and views 

of experienced coaches currently working with YP with ASC in sport, to learn from experts in 

the field about what they feel works well.  By disseminating these findings to sports clubs and 

coaching bodies, it is hoped that CE may be increased, providing the necessary confidence to 

individuals to reach out and include more YP with ASC in sports. 

Research Questions 

1. What are coaches’ experiences of coaching YP with ASC?  

2. What are the challenges in coaching YP with ASC? 

3. What works well in engaging and motivating YP with ASC in sports?  
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Method  

Aim 

 To explore the experiences of coaches who work with YP with ASC, including 

obtaining a better understanding of the challenges they face and the strategies that are most 

effective in promoting skills development and wellbeing. 

Design 

A qualitative non-experimental design was employed to investigate the aim outlined 

above.  The study adopted a critical realist stance (Collier, 1994) which assumes that 

participants’ retelling of their experiences is constructed and reconstructed through language 

and memory.  This understands that experiences are shaped and influenced by the process of 

discussion but also by emotion and contextual facts. 

Individual interviews, conducted, transcribed and analysed using thematic analysis 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006), were used to investigate participants’ experiences.  This was felt an 

appropriate method as it allows for flexibility while retaining a rich and holistic understanding 

of participant’s experiences.  Other methodologies, for example a Delphi study (Powell, 2003) 

may also have enabled the understanding of experiences and opinions, however, the lack of 

existing literature in this field may have made the development of initial questions extremely 

difficult, and not necessarily led to examples of good practice.  The limitations of thematic 

analysis in this context included the potential for the flexibility of the method to lead to 

inconsistency and a possible lack of coherence (Nowell, Norris, White, & Moules, 2017).  

These concerns however, were not thought to be major problems in the conduct of this study. 

Through discussion with the research team and review of the literature, a 30-40 minute 

semi-structured interview schedule was constructed (Appendix B), enabling exploration of 

individuals’ experiences of coaching athletes with ASC and discussion of ideas about effective 

strategies as well as challenges faced. 
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Ethical Approval 

Ethical approval was obtained from the University Ethics Panel (Appendix C).  

Approval was also sought from the NAS in order to advertise with them and utilise connections 

to sports clubs and coaches.  The study was conducted in accordance with the British 

Psychological Society code of ethics and conduct (2018).   

Additional ethical approval was requested following the decision to recruit two YP with 

ASC to provide feedback and validation of the findings from coaches.  A copy of the 

amendment letter is included in Appendix D along with email confirmation from the chair of 

the ethics board (Appendix E). An end of study letter (Appendix F) was sent to all participants 

involved and to the ethics board. 

Participants 

Initially, 18 individuals expressed an interest in participating.  Of these, six did not 

respond to further emails and two could not participate due to work commitments.  This 

resulted in 10 individuals participating in the interviews (4 female; 6 male, aged between 20 

and 72).  Of these, two coaches identified themselves as having a diagnosis of ASC.   Nine 

participants identified as White British and one participant identified as White Irish.  

Participants had a mean of 9.2 years coaching experience of coaching athletes with ASC and 

coached a variety of sports (for demographics of coaches see Table 1). 

Inclusion and Exclusion criteria.  Participation required coaches to hold a relevant 

qualification for coaching in their sport, with a minimum of one year of experience of coaching 

athletes with ASC.  Participants were excluded if they had never coached athletes with ASC or 

if their athletes were mostly aged 18 years and over as the focus of this study was on YP. 
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Procedure 

Recruitment.  Participants were recruited using a purposive sampling strategy.  

Potential participants were identified through an online search of disability sports clubs and 

liaison with staff at the NAS.  An initial email was sent to those appearing to meet criteria for 

inclusion and follow up emails were sent to those who did not respond, offering a second 

chance to participate.  Individuals interested in participating were then sent an information pack 

which included the information sheet (Appendix G) and consent form (Appendix H).  Two 

participants chose to have a phone conversation with the lead researcher in advance of the 

interview to find out more about the research. 

Data collection.  Consent forms were sent to participants in advance of the interview.  

Four participants returned these electronically, while five participants provided consent over 

the telephone and one via email.  The author conducted all 10 interviews: nine on the telephone 

and one in person.  All interviews were recorded via a handheld Dictaphone.  Interviews were 

Table 1.  

Demographic Details of Participants 

Participant Gender Age Sport 
Years 

coaching 

Coaching 

Level 

Additional 

Information 

P1 F 38 Swimming 10 Local N/A 

P2 M 20 Multi-sport 3 Local ASC diagnosis 

P3 M 29 Hockey 5 Local N/A 

P4 M 68 Hockey 7 Local N/A 

P5 F 38 Athletics 3 Local N/A 

P6 M 30 Athletics 6 Local N/A 

P7 M 21 Cricket 2 Local ASC diagnosis 

P8 F 72 Swimming 45 Local/National N/A 

P9 F 36 Boxing 6 Local N/A 

P10 M 31 Trampolining 5 Local/National N/A 
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conducted over a six-month period, with each individual interview lasting between 30 and 40 

minutes.  Additional time was provided for participants to ask questions at the end of the 

interview.  Interviews were then transcribed verbatim and saved to an encrypted memory stick 

for analysis.   

Analysis 

 Interview data were analysed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Analysis was approached from a critical realist perspective (Willig, 1999), recognising the 

author’s active role in drawing out and interpreting themes (Ely, Vinz, Downing, & Anzul, 

1997).  As little relevant literature exists, analysis was conducted inductively, in a data-driven 

manner and without a theoretical frame.  The analysis focussed on main semantic themes rather 

than attempt to exhaust all possibilities.  These themes were derived through repeated 

reviewing of the transcripts. For an example coded transcript see Appendix I. 

Enhancing and Demonstrating the Quality of the Research 

Yardley (2008) reports four principles to demonstrate the rigour of qualitative research.  

These include, sensitivity to context, commitment and rigour, transparency and coherence, and 

impact and importance.  These principles are described as open and flexible and Yardley states 

that no single study need demonstrate all four criteria. 

In line with these principles, validity was enhanced by transcripts being coded by the 

lead researcher, with 20% being co-rated by another researcher and themes being adjusted 

through discussion.  The lead researcher was also interviewed about assumptions, values and 

beliefs prior to analysis of data using a bracketing interview approach (Tufford & Newman, 

2010).  This helped to identify biases and preconceptions potentially influencing the 

interpretation and analysis of data.  A research diary was kept to enhance transparency and 

rigour and reduce bias by documenting the researcher’s opinions and feelings about the process 
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of the research including thoughts on readings and conversations.  For example extracts from 

this, see Appendix J. 

In addition to this, two YP with ASC were interviewed following transcription and 

analysis of the main data set (see Appendix K for interview schedule) regarding their 

perspectives on the coach’s opinions.  This provided an insight into the impact and importance 

of the findings as well as the resonance with the reader (Tracy, 2010).   

Interview procedure for YP with ASC.  Two YP with ASC attending a specialist 

school were recruited through the NAS.  They had no connection to the coaches involved in 

the interviews and did not have a comorbid ID.  Both were aged 14 and identified as White 

British.  Initially, the YP’s parents were contacted to obtain permission to speak with the YP.  

Following this, the lead researcher discussed the participant information sheet (Appendix L) 

and consent form (Appendix M) with the YP individually to ensure they understood the nature 

and purpose of their involvement.  Considering the YP’s potential vulnerability, this discussion 

was of paramount importance.  They were informed of their ability to stop the interview at any 

time and to withdraw their data from the study.  Following written informed consent, a 

telephone interview was conducted in which the YP were asked to provide a few details about 

their own participation in sports and experiences of being coached, before responding to 

questions regarding their level of agreement on the five ideas generated through the interviews 

with coaches.  These discussions were recorded using a handheld Dictaphone. 

While a focus group with the coaches who took part in the interviews may have been a 

useful addition to provide respondent validation, their breadth of geographical location meant 

this was not possible and individual interviews with many was not feasible within the time 

constraints of this project. Although interviewing YP with ASC helped to understand how the 

findings resonated with the reader and relevant population, this method of validation was 

limited in that the participants themselves did not provide feedback on the themes developed 

by the research team.  This made it more difficult to be sure of the impact of bias on the 
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interpretation of the results and did not provide an opportunity for participants to demonstrate 

agreement or disagreement with the final themes. 

Results 

Five main themes were derived from the transcribed interviews.  Table 2 outlines these 

along with associated subthemes.  Each theme is described in detail below, with subthemes 

underlined and illustrative quotes italicised and indented.  A thematic map is presented in 

Appendix N and a table of codes and subthemes to demonstrate theme development with 

additional illustrative quotes is provided in Appendix O.  

Table 2 

Themes and Subthemes Emerging from Data. 

Theme Subtheme 

Coach-Athlete 

Relationship 

  

Understanding your athlete’s ASC: Challenges for participation 

Understanding your athlete’s ASC: The benefits in sport 

Coach characteristics 

Pastoral Care 

Coaching Strategies 

Communication 

Structure 

Approach to Session 

Environmental Considerations 

Benefits of 

Participation  

Personal Development 

Enjoyment 

Physical Health 

Behaviour Management 

  

Discipline 

Positive Reinforcement 

Consistency 

ASC and PA 
Inclusive vs. Disability Specific Sessions 

Training/Resources for Coaches 

 

Theme One: Coach-athlete relationship 

A prominent theme emerging from the data, representing ideas from all participants, 

was the coach-athlete relationship.  This relationship was described as important for 

encouraging participation and in helping athletes make the most of sessions.  Subthemes 
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included Understanding your athlete’s ASC: Challenges for participation, Understanding your 

athlete’s ASC: The benefits in sport, Coaching characteristics and Pastoral care. 

Understanding your athlete’s ASC: Challenges for participation, was discussed by all 

ten participants, stressing the importance of getting to know the YP and working in a person-

centred way: 

“Every young person with ASC is very very very very very very very 

different” (P2). 

Some of the most frequently reported challenges in relation to a YP’s ASC were: 

difficulties with engagement and motivation, communication problems, anxiety, behavioural 

difficulties and motor skills deficits.  Importantly, the diversity of athletes was recognised in 

relation to these challenges, with some participants coaching YP with comorbidities such as 

ID.  It is important to consider how such comorbidities may impact on the ASC-related 

challenges outlined above.  Some difficulties however, appeared to be unrelated to ID 

comorbidity, for example, engagement issues: 

“Sometimes it’s the initial motivation…but sometimes it can be weekly, 

even if they enjoy it” (P6).   

And the impact of anxiety on this: 

“Some people with ASC can get quite anxious, oh what are we going to 

do today” (P7).   

Other factors were perhaps more heavily related to ID comorbidity.  Several coaches discussed 

athlete’s difficulties with communication, both in making themselves understood and in 

understanding and correctly interpreting a coach’s instructions:  

“The first time I did anything in a school I said…pick up the ball, meaning 

pick up speed. And of course, the boy stopped, picked up the ball and 

handed it to me” (P4). 
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 Participants also commented on behavioural challenges within sessions, having to 

manage several different presentations within a large group.  Further, six of the participants 

commented on athlete’s core motor skills such as coordination and mobility: 

“We had a young female who was 13 who just could not get her body to 

do what she wanted it to” (P9). 

The second subtheme; Understanding your athlete: The benefits to sport, incorporated 

a more balanced view of PA and ASC.  Participants described positive aspects of an 

individual’s ASC, for example, how individuals could be very determined and focussed: 

“If they’ve got interest in the sport…their focus is amazing” (P9). 

Some related this to specific aspects of the ASC diagnosis: 

“I think some of their focus and determination is rooted in the 

Autism…their determination and single-mindedness with the task at 

hand, that can be quite helpful” (P5). 

Others discussed how this focus may be viewed as a special interest, promoting practice of the 

skills: 

“They are absolutely obsessed with badminton, so they play it all the 

time” (P2).  

Other ASC-related positives concerned precision, for example, an ability to remember exactly 

what the coach has said or to replicate physical demonstrations.  This also appeared to present 

challenges however: 

“Sometimes athletes will pick me up and say ‘well you said put your left 

foot down and then jump and then you showed us with your right foot!’” 

(P6).   

Finally, one participant commented on the benefit of rule following, which in sport had real 

advantages: 
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“He’s not a dirty player because he sticks to the rules, he focuses on the 

skills rather than being had up all the time for misbehaving and breaking 

the rules” (P8).  

Coaching characteristics was the third subtheme, discussed by several participants.  

Many reported that for the coach-athlete relationship to be successful and to gain an athlete’s 

respect, it was important to be genuine: 

“Be yourself and be genuine” (P9). 

A key part of being oneself was related to gaining an athlete’s respect and making a good 

impression: 

“You make a bad impression with kids with ASD and that’s it, you’ll lose 

them, and they won’t want to come” (P7). 

A further element considered vital in promoting the coach-athlete relationship was trust, 

with some participants commenting on the importance, but difficulty in building this: 

“I think trust is important as well, I’ve got one little girl at the 

moment…she is five…it’s taken me about two months for her to start 

talking to me but now she’s actually accepted me and she trusts me” (P9). 

Participants also described the use of humour to build a solid and effective relationship: 

“Humour’s quite important” (P1). 

Finally, they stressed the importance of demonstrating empathic characteristics: 

“Be kind, be tolerant and listen” (P5). 

Pastoral Care was the final sub-theme.  This related to participants’ ideas about the 

importance of broadening the relationship between coach and athlete to involve aspects of role 

modelling and mentoring: 

“A lot of it is coming in and helping them with their sport, but more 

importantly helping them with life skills…using our experiences of what 

we have gone through to inspire and motivate young people” (P7).   



ASC and Sports Participation    66 
   

These ideas were shared by many participants, who reported the pastoral element of the 

relationship to be as important as providing skills coaching: 

“Pretty much everything comes in to it you know, the hockey is probably 

the smallest part of it I think” (P4).  

“I want the kids to be able to bring to me problems that they have within 

the group and if they want to talk to someone, just widening the circle of 

adults they can talk to, who they feel listen to them and respect their 

opinion” (P5) 

Theme Two: Coaching Strategies 

The second theme, Coaching strategies was also prominent within the data, 

incorporating four subthemes; Communication, Structure, the Approach to the session and 

Environmental considerations. 

Perhaps the most salient message from the sub-theme communication was that 

instructions to athletes should be brief, simple and visual where possible.  As discussed 

previously, the level of athletes’ communication abilities may be connected to comorbid 

diagnoses, such as ID.  Some strategies however, were considered important for YP with ASC 

regardless of their cognitive ability: 

 “Communication is key, making sure you only give small pieces of 

information at a time” (P3). 

Repetition was also discussed: 

“There is a huge amount more repetition that is required” (P9).   

The use of visual aids or demonstration was agreed to be effective: 

“We use a lot of demonstration, so when I’m teaching…if I’m saying do 

backstroke, l show the backstroke arms” (P1).  

Using demonstrations in this way was described as useful by others: 
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“More visual demonstrations” (P10). 

For those with ASC and ID, the implementation of more basic communication tools were 

viewed as helpful, for example, the use of social stories2  

 “[His parents] produced a wonderful social story for him which, they 

bring…depending on what we’re doing in that session, they will go 

through it with him before he even gets in the water” (P8).  

Some participants reflected on the diversity of YP with ASC in relation to their learning needs: 

“You will do an initial explanation to everybody in the group 

and…different parts of your explanation are grasped by different 

athletes…you need to take the time to find different ways of explaining 

the same thing” (P5). 

While others picked up on more general difficulties such as understanding abstract language: 

“Be very plain in your language, avoiding the use of metaphors” (P5).  

“We call it Froggy stroke actually (laughs), if you call it breaststroke they 

won’t do anything!” (P1).   

Finally, a few participants discussed how it was difficult to recognise whether athletes 

were listening, with YP with ASC not always demonstrating typical non-verbal cues, such as 

maintaining eye contact: 

“You might think that they weren’t looking at you, they weren’t taking 

information in in the way that you would expect from everybody else you 

know, but they are listening, it is going in” (P5). 

Some considered how important it therefore is to accommodate this: 

“Don’t insist on [the athlete] looking at you, don’t think they’re 

misbehaving if they’re sort of looking around, because chances are they 

                                                 
2 Social Stories are short, often visual descriptions of a specific situation, event or activity and include 

information about what to expect in that situation and why (Gray & Garand, 1993). 
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are taking in what you are saying, but showing no signs of doing that until 

they start the activity” (P8).  

The second sub-theme was Structure, which encompassed participants ideas about how 

sessions should be organised.  Many participants spoke of the need for establishing and 

maintaining a routine within PA sessions: 

“Something that does help me as a coach for someone specifically with 

Autism is the routine of the session...so we have a welcome registration, 

we have a warm-up, we have the main session, warm-down, finish and a 

goodbye” (P6). 

Two participants also noted how extra planning was perhaps needed in disability sessions: 

“I certainly would say I would plan the sessions a bit more” (P3). 

Within this planning however, the need to be flexible and adaptable was stressed: 

“What you have to do is just look at the group in front of you and if plan 

A doesn’t work you have to play plan B” (P4).  

Finally, the type of activity was discussed by participants as being important; 

considering group-based or individual activities.  One participant discussed how difficult group 

work could be: 

“Group work…that can sort of spiral out of control, especially if loads of 

people are talking at once…which is why I sort of do the one on one sort 

of basis” (P2). 

Some participants reported group work was possible as long as it was well structured: 

“We certainly would have got into some game situations at some point 

but…I would tend to break them down so it’s almost working by 

themselves or in a much smaller group, to start off with anyway” (P4). 

Most agreed teaching individual skills in small groups was most helpful, and allowing more 

time for activities was important, with group work or whole games at the end of sessions. 
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The third sub-theme, Approach to the session, encompassed ideas around being patient 

and person-centred and importantly, enjoying coaching.  Patience was highlighted by several 

participants as a key skill in coaching YP with ASC: 

“It’s all about patience with a young person with ASC. It might take them 

months to pick up a skill, the coach needs to be prepared for that” (P2). 

These ideas extended to considering expectations, being careful to not set them too high or too 

low: 

“Don’t put any barriers on them, don’t walk into a session…thinking they 

will never be able to achieve that…my girl that got onto the GB 

team…that was beyond all of our wildest dreams!” (P10). 

Thus, ensuring sessions are pitched at the right level, and coaches having the right approach 

may help the athlete make the most of every session.   

Further, several participants outlined the importance of having fun themselves, as this 

could have a big impact on the athlete’s enjoyment: 

“Just to enjoy it! Enjoy yourself with them. If you’re enjoying it, they will 

love it” (P7). 

Finally, Environmental considerations were discussed by several participants, 

describing how important it was to plan for the safety and comfort of athletes with ASC.  This 

was perhaps particularly important for those coaching YP with an additional ID.  For example, 

considering the coaching space: 

“It’s in its own little area, not in the main gym…in your own kind of 

space, it’s quite enclosed and it feels very secure…we don’t leave that 

area so it’s very easy to control all the athletes within the session, so they 

can’t just run off anywhere” (P10). 

Others discussed the importance of having extra staff members or higher ratios of staff to 

athletes: 
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“The autism groups we work with would be a lot more support staff and 

volunteers on board. So there tends to be a lot more sort of one-to-one 

support” (P3).  

Some participants talked about how to manage physical wellbeing and sensory needs: 

“You get a day like today and they’ll turn up with an overcoat on and 

start running around…the thing is to make sure they’re not too hot, 

they’re not too cold, make sure they have plenty to drink” (P4).  

One participant talked about the difficulty of getting athletes used to different sensory 

experiences relating to their sport: 

“A lot of kids with Autism will struggle with water getting on their face 

and their eyes, so there’s a lot of focus on making sure they get used to 

that first” (P1).  

This participant also discussed how strategies that may be helpful for neurotypical athletes 

might need adapting to suit an individual’s sensory sensitivities: 

“She was insisting on getting one of our swimmers to balance a float on 

his head to keep his head still when he’s doing backstroke and I kept 

trying to nicely explain…he’s not going to do it because of the sensory 

aspect of a wet float” (P1).  

Some participants also commented that noise could be distracting and distressing for YP with 

ASC: 

“A lot of it can be noise…noise is a big thing, if there’s loads of noise 

around it’s very hard to retain their attention and then this can lead them 

to like a sensory overload, which can lead like to total breakdowns” (P2). 
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Theme three: Benefits of Participation in PA 

The third theme emerging from the data was related to the various Benefits of 

participating in PA for YP with ASC.  This included sub-themes of Personal development, 

Physical benefits and Enjoyment. 

The sub-theme Personal development was discussed by several participants, with 

consideration paid to aspects such as development of general life skills:  

“The sessions aren’t just about sport, they’re about cooperation, they’re 

about integrating with other people, they’re about life skills that are 

important to get by in general society” (P5). 

As well as the development of more specific skills such as social interactions: 

“It’s an individual sport but we’d often have teamwork going on…it’s 

something that we focus on quite a lot…we want people to interact and 

pilot their own social interactions” (P6).  

Participants also discussed how participation provided an opportunity for athletes to feel 

included and build friendships: 

“It might just be to make new friends and have a wider social circle and 

somewhere to belong to” (P6).  

Some talked about how this might impact on athletes’ confidence and self-esteem: 

“Maybe giving a sense of worth I’m not sure, they feel included, they are 

doing something right, they don’t think, ‘I can’t do it’” (P10).  

Others described how beneficial it can be for their athletes to achieve something and experience 

success: 

“I like to see the athletes succeeding and doing well but I think it’s about 

personal development and giving the kids something they can really excel 

at” (P5). 
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A second sub-theme from the data was Enjoyment.  Many participants noted how much 

YP enjoyed their sessions: 

“If they’re having fun they blooming well let you know, which is great, 

we have a good old laugh in our sessions and that’s joyful for me as well” 

(P10).  

Some commented on their role in this and how enjoyment could influence motivation to attend: 

“If they enjoy coming and they feel comfortable…they love it…which 

obviously keeps them coming back again and then they learn better 

because they’re being happy there” (P9).  

Finally, the third sub-theme was Physical benefits, which included aspects of physical 

health such as keeping fit and healthy: 

“Just that healthy lifestyle” (P9). 

As well as improvements seen in motor skills: 

“Working on balance, timing, rhythm, coordination, spatial awareness, 

and fine motor control” (P10). 

Theme four: Behaviour Management 

The fourth theme, behaviour management, included different ways of managing 

Discipline within sessions and consideration of Positive reinforcement strategies as well as the 

importance of Consistency.  

Discipline was discussed by several participants, commenting on ideas about managing 

challenging behaviour as well as methods that do not work so well.  One participant spoke 

about how picking battles was important: 

“Well I sort of pick my battles. So, if they’re doing anything that’s 

dangerous then yeah, I’d always pull them up about it” (P2).  

This participant went on to reflect how they would handle this:  
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“But I won’t pull them up actually in the session itself, I’d do it on a one-

on-one basis…it’s like having that one-on-one talk” (P2).  

The idea of not singling individuals out was a common notion.  Having the time and resources 

to speak to the individual about what has happened seemed important: 

“We talk about things to try and resolve things, rather than no you can’t 

do that…there’s an explanation behind the no” (P6).  

Equally, participants generally felt discipline techniques such as raising their voice or blowing 

the whistle had to be considered carefully for individuals with ASC: 

“I think traditional coaching is with a stopwatch and whistle…but it’s 

adapting that to make sure I’m standing near someone with hearing 

impairment so they can hear the whistle but far enough away from 

someone who really doesn’t like loud noises” (P6). 

Another important part of discipline discussed was the involvement of parents: 

“Talking to parents, learning from parents what works, what works at 

home if they’ve got difficulties at home with behaviour” (P8).  

The importance of balancing parent’s inclusion versus potential over-involvement was debated 

though: 

“Sometimes I find it a bit interfering but sometimes actually it’s really 

helpful for parents to say, listen to [the coach]” (P1).  

The second sub-theme, Positive reinforcement depicts how participants felt behaviour 

management strategies such as praise and reinforcement were useful: 

“Always use positive praise. If a young person is doing something 

amazing, they’ve mastered that skill, praise it! Just like shout about it. 

Because they’re going to love that positive attention instead of the 

negative attention” (P2).  

Also, using reframing: 
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“Give positive feedback when they’re doing it and changing the negatives 

into positives with that feedback” (P9).  

Other participants spoke about the use of rewards: 

“I do think the idea of working with rewards [works]…the idea of you 

swim one length and then you can [have a reward for example] jump in” 

(P8). 

Finally, participants spoke about the importance of Consistency in behaviour 

management.  This included having firm boundaries and being clear and consistent with these: 

“The boundaries and making sure they’re really clear and sticking to 

them. Maybe with kids without learning difficulties the boundaries blur a 

little bit…but you can’t do that at all” (P9).  

Being clear about rules was also discussed as vital: 

“We have to insist on walking round the pool and that being one of the 

most important rules” (P8). 

As was the importance of athletes’ knowing what is expected of them inside and outside of 

sessions, particularly in relation to sports that are dangerous to practice at home: 

“Making sure that rules are clear…we have to reiterate more with some 

of the kids with Autism that it’s not something they take out of the 

club…she would go home and hit her sister because she’s practising 

boxing…we just remind her of the rules and she stopped doing it” (P9). 

Again, these ideas are important to consider within the context of athletes’ abilities and 

understanding.  Clearer rules and boundaries may be needed more for those with an ID who 

may be less able to manage their own behaviour. 
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Theme five: ASC and PA 

The final theme encapsulates participants ideas around disability coaching, specifically 

relating to aspects such as debate around Inclusive vs. disability-specific sessions and the 

Training and resources available for coaches.  

The first sub-theme, Inclusive vs. disability sessions reflects participants ideas about 

the best platform for athletes with ASC to participate and compete in PA.  Some felt strongly 

inclusion was important: 

“If anyone joins our club, they can be of any size and shape, we will find 

a way to know what that person can achieve and to try” (P6).  

Others appeared cautious about inclusion, particularly into mainstream clubs: 

“I’ve got a passion for inclusion but only when I feel it is the right 

inclusion” (P8). 

This participant also spoke about how working with other clubs to provide the right support 

could be useful:  

“He only comes to us once a week because the rest of the time he’s back 

into the mainstream club...they asked us to have him…because they 

couldn’t cope with him and there were behavioural problems…we’ve now 

integrated him back into that club” (P8).  

Some participants spoke about negative experiences such as bullying and stigma their 

athletes had endured when attempting to participate in mainstream clubs: 

“They’ve had so many bad experiences with it, especially those that have 

been integrated into mainstream…there’s quite a lot of bad experiences 

so people tend to shy away from it (P2). 

As well as coaches having not been considerate to the athlete’s ASC: 
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“One of them was a very good swimmer, [he] started from the beginning, 

went on and joined a [mainstream] club, until a coach came and shouted 

at him, and he’s never been near the club since…and avoids swimming 

apart from in the sea (P8).  

Another participant however, commented on the idea of participating in both disability and 

mainstream sessions, and had seen this work well: 

“It’s having both types of provision available…I’ve got a young person 

who comes to my session every week, but he also attends a mainstream 

session every week somewhere else and plays football with other people. 

And then he comes and tells us every week how it’s gone” (P2).  

Getting the right support at the right level was viewed as vital to success and some participants 

spoke about their athletes managing to go on to compete at a very high standard when this was 

achieved: 

“We did have a girl…and she actually represented Great Britain in the 

disability trampolining team” (P10).  

Related to the idea of finding the right support was the sub-theme Training and 

resources, with participants describing their experiences of coaching courses and what they felt 

were important things to consider when starting out in disability coaching.  Many participants 

described having had virtually no ASC-specific training, with disability courses often failing 

to talk about ASC: 

“The programme which is disability focussed…it was certainly very 

useful, but I don’t think we even used the word Autism” (P3). 

Or perhaps focussing largely on the condition itself rather than the practical application of 

coaching YP with ASC: 

“I’ve been on an Autism course, but it generally was about things like 

behaviour and social communication and explaining what Autism is, but 
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nothing that had any practical application, something the coach could 

take away and say that was really useful” (P6).  

Many coaches spoke instead about having to use trial and error when they first began coaching: 

“The course didn’t prepare me for that kind of stuff, I’ve had to find that 

information out or work out for myself as I have coached over the years” 

(P10). 

“I think it comes through a bit of trial and error” (P3). 

Impact and Resonance with Reader 

Two athletes were involved in an interview with the researcher to determine whether 

the findings outlined above resonated with YP with ASC (referred to here by pseudonyms: 

Matt and Isaac).  While this was a very brief audit of two YP’s opinions, it was helpful in 

identifying areas where athletes and coaches may agree or differ.  For example, both Matt and 

Isaac agreed strongly with coaches that it is helpful for PA sessions to be structured, however 

Matt felt this would have to be flexible, for example not sticking to an original plan if it was 

not working.  Both Matt and Isaac strongly agreed it was important for coaches to use short 

and clear instructions, both stating longer instructions tended to be forgotten.  In relation to 

teamwork, the YP differed in their opinion slightly.  Isaac agreed with the coaches, that group 

work was often difficult and small group games and individual work tended to be best.  Matt 

however, felt group activities could work well provided they were managed effectively.  Both 

YP agreed playing sports was a good way to make friends, with Isaac stating most of his friends 

had come from his football club.  Matt also noted though, this could be harder in individual 

sports such as Judo.  Finally, both YP felt strongly, as did coaches, getting to know the athlete 

was crucial.  
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While limited to two YP, these discussions provided an insight to where athletes and 

coaches may agree or disagree, highlighting the importance of including YP with ASC in 

research of this kind. 

Discussion 

In exploring the experiences of coaches of athletes with ASC, three research questions 

were addressed.  These were:  

1. What are coaches’ experiences of coaching YP with ASC?  

2. What are the challenges in coaching YP with ASC? 

3. What works well in engaging and motivating YP with ASC in sports?  

Five themes emerged from the data, encapsulating ideas around building relationships, 

coaching strategies, the benefits of participation and challenges for behaviour management and 

inclusion.  Importantly, participants’ described feeling disability sports coaching, and 

particularly working with YP with ASC, was an extremely rewarding and positive pursuit and 

that YP enjoyed and valued PA sessions.  

The Value of the Coach-Athlete Relationship 

Perhaps the most notable finding was the importance placed on the relationship between 

the coach and athlete which, as cited in mainstream sports literature (e.g. Jowett & 

Poczwardowski, 2007), was considered crucial in enabling engagement and motivation in PA.  

While this relationship has been explored extensively in mainstream sports, research regarding 

this concept within disability sports is less comprehensive (Martin & Whalen, 2014) and is 

significantly lacking for individuals with ASC.  Coaches here however, felt they were able to 

build strong and effective relationships with their YP and that this was a vital part of helping 

them to succeed in PA. 

An important aspect in building this relationship was providing a friendly and fun 

environment and demonstrating characteristics such as genuineness and trustworthiness.  Some 
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coaches also discussed the use of humour as being a helpful tool.  This idea is curious as whilst 

it corroborates some previous research in the field (Murphy, Burns & Kilbey, 2017), it 

challenges the idea individuals with ASC may find humour difficult, not understanding jokes 

or valuing this aspect of communication (Samson, 2013). 

Diversity of YP with ASC 

Crucially, participants described the importance of recognising the diversity of YP with 

ASC and working in a person-centred way.  While various strategies were discussed as 

beneficial, such as ensuring effective communication and structuring the session, this was 

caveated by the idea that each YP is different and what works for some, may be ineffective for 

others.  Understanding the YP and what their individual ASC profile means for participation 

was believed essential in being able to tailor strategies to suit individual needs.  This approach 

fits with literature in the wider context of supporting YP with ASC using person-centred 

planning (Sanderson, 2000), which is aimed at enabling individuals to discover their own 

personal goals and ways of achieving these, playing a greater role in the development of plans 

for their future (Aylott, 2001).   

Recognition of this diversity included acknowledging comorbidities such as ID, which 

may impact on the type and nature of strategies used.  Participants also discussed the 

importance of involving parents/carers, to help understand the YP and to provide support with 

behavioural management.  Importantly, this involvement was understood to require careful 

negotiation for it to be effective. 

Recognising the Positive Aspects of ASC 

While the core features of ASC such as difficulties with social communication and 

interaction, and restricted or repetitive behaviours or sensory sensitivities can make everyday 

life difficult (Eaves & Ho, 2008), discussion of their negative impact on participation in sports 

was limited in the present study.  Some participants did note their athletes’ communication 
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skills or preferences could present as a barrier to effectively conveying elements of coaching, 

or that due to athlete’s sensory sensitivities more consideration of the environment and 

equipment being used was necessary.  However, some aspects of the diagnostic profile were 

discussed solely in relation to the positives they bring to PA.  For example, the determination 

and focus of athletes when they are interested in the sport, and how useful this can be, 

particularly in sports where practice of specific skills such as shooting, are vital to success.   

This is a valuable message and fits with the social model of disability (Llewellyn & 

Hogan, 2000), where social and environmental barriers are considered to disable an individual 

rather than specific impairments or differences.  When accommodated, challenges typically 

associated with ASC were not prevalent in PA sessions described here.  Research has 

highlighted the importance of recognising the positive aspects of ASC, as not doing so can 

have a significantly negative impact on individuals, for example, preventing them from 

realising their own strengths, talents and potential and limiting society’s knowledge and 

opinions about individuals with ASC (Aylott, 2001).   

Benefits of PA 

Several benefits for YP with ASC from participation in PA were indicated by coaches, 

as previous research indicated (see Sowa & Meulenbroek, 2012 for a review).  Personal 

developments in athletes included improvements in social skills and self-esteem, the latter 

being hypothesised as resulting from experiencing achievement in sport.  Reports also 

described athletes being able to learn to work as a team; aspects seldom described in previous 

literature.  Further, PA was viewed as a good way for YP with ASC to make friends and practice 

social skills with peers, something echoed by previous literature (Blagrave, 2017). 

Limitations of the research 

While this research provided a step forward in connecting literature from mainstream 

and disability sport, limitations must be considered when interpreting the findings.  The main 
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limitation in this study related to the sample.  Despite being a relatively new research area, and 

thus requiring some initial investigation, the sample was fairly limited in size and breadth.  Ten 

participants were interviewed which, although appropriate for the type of analysis, did not 

provide enough data to be widely generalizable.  The coaches were also mostly from grassroots 

clubs and as such, findings can only be tentatively applied to competitive sports.  Further, while 

efforts were made to include athlete’s voices in the study, this was limited to two YP with ASC 

and two coaches with ASC.  The input of the coaches with ASC was beneficial for hearing 

from individuals who have a dual perspective, being a coach and an individual with ASC.  The 

inclusion of YP with ASC was helpful in providing an insight to the relevance of the findings 

however, was limited as a method of validation.  It did not allow for participants of the study 

to comment on the interpretation of the findings or provide feedback on the themes developed 

by the research team. As such, the ability to be clear about the impact of bias on the final themes 

was limited. Additionally, the YP with ASC were not coached by the coaches interviewed in 

this study, perhaps making it more difficult for them to provide helpful feedback or to 

understand the context of participants comments.  Discussing the themes with the coaches who 

took part in the interviews may have been a more useful way of validating the findings. 

Clinical implications 

An important outcome of this study was YP with ASC benefit from sports participation 

in various ways, some of which connect to the core features of ASC itself, such as 

improvements in social communication and social interaction.  This has implications for how 

sport is viewed by clinicians, as it suggests skills learnt during participation may be 

generalizable and thus, sport may act as a real-world tool for learning and practising such skills.   

The role of a clinical psychologist includes informing and educating others about 

unknown aspects of diagnoses such as ASC.  Considering this, the findings of the present study 
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may be important to share with other professionals, for example, teachers in schools in relation 

to planning PE lessons to increase confidence and enable YP to get the most from their classes.   

A further important implication of this work is the scope it provides for clinical 

psychologists working with YP with ASC to consider the use of interventions based around 

PA in their work.  Finally, the findings suggested there were some positive aspects to a 

diagnosis of ASC in relation to participation in PA.  These are important to share more widely, 

as individuals with ASC have experienced considerable bullying and stigma in PA 

environments, something which may be reduced by an increased understanding of both the 

challenges but also the positives of the diagnosis.   

Research Implications 

This research has highlighted the importance of taking a more in depth look at disability 

sports coaching, focussing on specific conditions such as ASC and how YP within this group 

are often forgotten or misrepresented by the broader disability sector.  It seems many coaches 

are already doing excellent work with this population and this study has introduced some of 

this work.  For a better understanding of this issue however, a larger-scale project investigating 

both grass-roots and national/international sporting participation would be beneficial.  The 

perspectives of YP with ASC should also be considered, as, in the present study, this 

highlighted some differences in opinion.  Future research should therefore aim to examine YP’s 

experiences and what they feel works well for them as athletes, perhaps focussing on specific 

groups within this population, for example, those with or without an additional ID, or those 

with specific sensory sensitivities.  A further area for development would be to put some of the 

ideas from this project in to action with YP with ASC and their coaches; to attempt to make a 

coaching programme that is person-centred and effective.  The research will be submitted to 

Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders (see Appendix P for submission guidelines) 

in order to disseminate the findings.  
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Conclusion 

This study shows that, despite the barriers to participation of PA, some YP with ASC 

do engage in sports on a regular basis.  There are challenges associated with coaching YP with 

ASC and, currently, there is insufficient training or resource available to coaches in addressing 

these challenges.  However, participants in the current study were able to describe a range of 

effective strategies used to support their coaching of YP with ASC.  Disseminating the good 

practice of experienced coaches will be key in reducing the barriers to PA for YP with ASC.  

The study also identified some positives to a diagnosis of ASC in relation to sports 

participation.  Future research should aim to increase our understanding of YP with ASC in 

sport and work to engage more individuals in participating, both at grass-roots and at national 

and international levels. 
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Appendix B: Interview Schedule for Coaches 

Interview schedule for coaches 

1. Tell me a bit about how you got involved in coaching athletes with ASC 

2. Do you have any experiences working with individuals with ASC outside of sports? If 

so, can you tell me a bit about them?  

3. What have you noticed, if anything, is different about coaching athletes with an ASC? 

4. What challenges are there for you, as coaches in working with athletes with an ASC? 

5. What positive things have you noticed in your coaching of athletes with an ASC? 

6. What aspects of sports participation do you see athletes with ASC struggle with most? 

Mastery of technical skills or managing the rules for example. 

7. What are the most helpful strategies you have implemented in your coaching of athletes 

with an ASC? 

8. And what are the strategies or techniques that haven’t worked so well? 

9. Are there any resources you have used or come across that have been helpful for your 

coaching of athletes with ASC? 

10. Is there anything you wish you had known when you first started coaching athletes with 

ASC? 

11. If you were to give a friend three top tips on how to accommodate an athlete’s ASC, 

what would you tell them? 

12. Is there anything else that comes to mind that you think it would be helpful for me to 

know? Or any experiences you have had that might help other people in coaching 

athletes with ASC? 
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Salomons Centre for Applied Psychology 

 

22nd February 2019 

Dear Margie, 

I am writing to request an amendment to my ethics approval. Our original plan for the research was 

as follows: 

“The research project consists of two phases. Phase A will elicit views of experts in the field of 

coaching athletes with ASC. Experts in the field are defined for this research study as individuals with 

at least three years of experience in coaching athletes with ASC. Phase B will use these data to 

inform individualised coaching interventions with pairs of athletes with ASC and coaches.” 

While we have completed phase A of the research, difficulties with recruitment and participant 

injury (leading them to not be able to participate in sports or the study) have meant we have been 

unable to complete phase B as planned. We would like now to use phase B as a mechanism of 

validation of phase A data. This will allow us to gain feedback from young people with Autism on 

their experience of sports participation and on the data collected from coaches in phase A. This will 

allow us to determine whether coaches and young people are in line with their thinking regarding 

what works well and what barriers or facilitators there are to sports participation. 

Attached are the proposed information sheet, interview questions and consent form for young 

people.  

Please let me know if you would like any further details. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

Alexandra Hiles 

Trainee Clinical Psychologist 

 

Cc: Tracy Plunkett 

Appendix D: Amendment letter sent to Salomons Ethics Chair  
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Appendix E: Approval from Ethics Chair regarding amendment request 

 

Dear Alex, 

 
Thank you for the notification of this amendment.  This is all in order, however, please check the 
time that data have to be stored for: on your information sheet it states 5 years and it may be that a 
minimum of 6 years is needed.  Please check this with your Programme Research Director before 
finally sending the information sheet out. 

 
Good luck with the research. 

 
All best wishes, 
Margie 
  
Professor Margie Callanan 
Programme Director of Clinical Psychology Doctorate 
Director of Salomons Centre for Applied Psychology 
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Appendix F: End of study letter to Participants and Ethics panel 

 

 

Dear [name], 

Project Title: Sports participation for individual’s with Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC) 

As you may recall, in the summer of last year you were kind enough to take part in my research 

study. Since all of my data has been collected and analysed, I am writing this summary to tell 

you about what I found. 

Aim of project: We were aiming to explore coaches’ experiences of working with young 

people with a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC) in sporting environments. We 

were particularly interested in what coaches thought about this work and what aspects of it 

were most challenging, as well as what strategies were most helpful in combatting these 

challenges. I interviewed a total of ten coaches and two young people with ASC. The coaches 

all completed the same interview with me, and the athletes and I discussed some of the findings 

together to see what they thought about the answers the coaches gave. By doing this, we were 

able to gain a good insight in to what coaches felt was important for us to know about coaching 

young people with ASC. 

Findings: To analyse the interviews, I looked at the data for similarities and differences 

between coaches experiences. I found that lots of participant’s felt it was important to get to 

know the young person with ASC really well and to work in a person-centred way. I also 

discovered that, while there were some strategies that might work well for lots of people with 

ASC, for example, having a structure and well-defined boundaries, and using brief and clear 

instructions, other factors needed to be considered on a more individual basis. For example, 

getting to know the young person’s sensory needs, or getting used to their communication style. 

This was important to discover because, it means we need to do more work to understand what 

works best and for who. What I did find out that was very satisfying though, is that all of the 

coaches loved what they did and found disability sports coaching both rewarding and exciting.  

I hope you enjoyed participating. I was so pleased to talk with so many coaches who are 

working so hard to include young people with ASC in sport. Your contribution to the interviews 

was enormously beneficial and very much appreciated. I am hopeful this study will help those 

working with young people with ASC and will encourage more coaches to include them in 

their training sessions. 

If you have any questions about the study, please do not hesitate to contact me on the email 

address below. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Alex Hiles 

Trainee Clinical Psychologist 

a.f.hiles796@canterbury.ac.uk 

mailto:a.f.hiles796@canterbury.ac.uk
mailto:a.f.hiles796@canterbury.ac.uk
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Appendix H: Participant Consent Form 

 

Investigating best sports coaching practice for adolescents with an 

Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC). 

Researcher: Alexandra Hiles 

Participant Identification Number for this study: 

Please initial box 

1. I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet dated 01/03/2018 
(version 6) for the above study. I have had the opportunity to think through the 
information, ask questions and I am happy with the answers provided.  
 
2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any 
time without giving any reason.  
 
3. I understand that data collected during the study may be looked at by the lead 
supervisor Jan Burns. I give permission for the lead researcher and lead supervisor to 
have access to my data. 
 
4. I agree that quotes from my interview may be used in published reports of the study 
findings with all information that might identify me removed. 
 
5. I agree to my interview being digitally recorded and for the data to be saved on a 
password protected memory stick. 
 
6. I agree to take part in the above study.  
 

 
 
 

Name of Participant: __________________________________ 

Date: _______________________________________________ 

Signature: ___________________________________________ 

 

 

Person taking consent: _________________________________ 

Date: _______________________________________________ 

Signature: ___________________________________________ 
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Appendix I: Coded Example Transcript (originally coded using nvivo) 
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Appendix J: Extracts from Research Diary 
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Appendix K: Interview Schedule for Athletes 

Interview schedule for athletes 

SPORTS PARTICIPATION 

1. Tell me a bit about what sports you play? 

2. How many years have you been playing this sport? 

3. What sort of sports club, if any, do you go to? (mainstream vs. disability club) 

4. Who do you play sports with? 

5. How many times per week do you train for you sport? 

6. How long does your training session last? 

7. What type of competition (if any) do you compete at? 

COACHING 

8. Can you tell me a bit about your coach? 

9. How long has your coach been coaching you for? 

10. Can you tell me three things that you think are helpful about your coaching? 

- What does your coach do that helps you to perform or play better? 

- What do you like about your coaches training sessions? 

11. Can you tell me about a time when your coach helped you to perform better? What did 

they do? 

- Have you ever found it hard to learn a skill and your coach helped you learn it? 

What did they do? 

- Have you ever felt like you didn’t want to train or compete and your coach has 

helped you? What did they do? 

12. Would you like to change anything about your coaching? 

- Is there anything your coach does that you don’t like so much? 

- Can you think of a better way that your coach could do this? 

13. In the past, can you tell me about a part of your coaching that didn’t help you? 

14. Is there anything else you would say about your coaching experience? 
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VALIDATION 

These are some ideas from our coaches, can you tell me how much you agree with them, with 

1 being “I do not agree at all” and 10 being “I completely agree” 

 

 

1. Having a structure to the session is important, so athletes know what to expect 

1 10 

Why do you think they said this? 

 

2. It is best to use short and clear instructions 

1 10 

Why do you think they said this? 

 

3. Teamwork and big group activities can be difficult; small group games tend to work best   

1 10 

Why do you think they said this? 

 

4. Playing sports is a good way to help with making friends 

1 10 

Why do you think they said this? 

 

5. Getting to know your athlete is very important 

1 10 

Why do you think they said this? 
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Appendix L: Participant Information Sheet for YP with ASC 
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Consent Form: Participant (Athlete version) 

Centre Number:  
Study Number:  
Participant Identification Number for this study:  

 

Investigating best sports coaching practice for adolescents with an Autism Spectrum 

Condition (ASC). 

Researcher: Alexandra Hiles 

Please initial box 

1. I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet dated 

18/02/2019 (version 7) for the above study. I have had the opportunity to 

think through the information, ask questions and I am happy with the 

answers provided.  

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw 

at any time without giving any reason. 

3. I understand that data collected during the study may be looked at by the 

lead supervisor Jan Burns. I give permission for the lead researcher and lead 

supervisor to have access to my data. 

4. I agree that quotes from my interview may be used in published reports of 

the study findings with all information that might identify me removed. 

5. I agree to my interview being digitally recorded and for the data to be saved 

on a password protected memory stick. 

6. I agree to take part in the above study.  

 

 

Name of Participant____________________ Date________________  

 

Signature ___________________ 

 

Name of Person taking consent ______________ Date_____________  

 

Signature ____________________ 

Appendix M: Consent form for YP with ASC 
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Appendix N: Thematic Map 
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Appendix O: Table demonstrating Theme Development 

Theme Subtheme 
Initial coding relating to 

subtheme 
Example quote 

Participant 

(P) 

Coach-

Athlete 

Relationship 

Understanding your 

athlete's ASC: 

Challenges for 

participation 

Communication difficulties "Communication tends to be a bit of a challenge" P3 

Get to know your athlete "You kind of have to get to know the swimmer" P1 

Social interactions "It’s a matter of knowing who you’ve got and who they like and who they dislike" P4 

Sensory needs "If it’s wet the day before...he just doesn’t like wet and dirty hands...he didn’t 

engage because he didn’t want to pick up the equipment" 
P6 

Behaviour "Behaviour can sometimes be an issue when you’ve got a large group of children" P5 

Attention "Her focus isn’t always great because there are different things going on" P9 

Anxiety "Some people with ASD can get quite anxious thinking oh what the hell, what are 

we going to do today" P7 

Teamwork "Some of them will just do their own thing and forget they’ve got others on their 

team" 
P4 

Motor skills "Some young people will struggle like coordination wise" P7 

Motivation "Just motivating their child to go every single week. It’s just like motivation is a big 

thing" P2 

Understanding your 

athlete's ASC: The 

benefits in sport 

Determination We’ve had children who I think some of their focus and determination is rooted in 

the autism" 
P5 

Enjoy repetition "The willingness to repeat an action over and over again to the point where the 

majority of us would be really bored can be really helpful" P5 

Good at rule following "He sticks to the rules...rather than being had up all the time for misbehaving and 

breaking the rules" P8 

Positive attitude "There’s this very positive attitude you know" P4 

Information retention "I think information retention...and the attention to detail...So what is shown and 

what is said should happen they will try remember exactly what I have said or 

done"  

P6 

Special/intense interests "Absolutely obsessed with badminton so they play it all the time" P2 

Coach 

Characteristics 

Tolerance "Just being considerate to their situation" P10 

Genuineness  "Firstly to be yourself and to be genuine" P9 
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Humour "Be good and be funny"  P4 

Pastoral Care Trust "It’s a lot of work to get young people to just float in the water, to get them to trust 

us" P1 

Role modelling "We are coaches first and foremost but then that would mean we are also mentors, 

models to the young people" P6 

Providing reassurance "A lot of it is reassurance" P2 

Listening "One of my great strengths is being able to sit there and listen to them" P7 

Bullying/stigma "So, there’s a problem we’ve had swimmers who’ve been bullied" P1 

Strategies Communication Be concise "Give really clear, concise instructions" P9 

Visual Aids "Provide more visual demonstrations" P10 

Social Stories "Social story books, or a planner of what’s going to happen" P1 

Visual learners "I think people with ASD can kind of picture what you’re saying. So a lot of the 

time you’re explaining what to do but the more able one’s in the group can actually 

picture what you’re saying" 
P7 

Repetition "I would explain them a couple of times" P3 

Type of language "We don’t want to be using sort of subtleties of language" P5 

Body Language "They might not be looking at you might not say yes I understand" P6 

Literal interpretation "Definitely taking things literally" P9 

Set expectations "Someone with autism really likes that routine and is just waiting for the next piece 

in the jigsaw for the next part of the session because they know it’s coming along" 
P6 

Structure Routine "If you say to them right, today we are going to do this that and the other, that you 

do exactly that, don’t start trying to do other things because that sort of disrupts it a 

lot as well" 
P9 

Flexibility "It's never really set in stone" P1 

Type of Activity "[Football is] a very chaotic sport it’s a very team based sport, but with how much 

that’s going on you can easily lose control" 
P2 

Planning "I certainly would say I would plan the sessions a bit more" P3 

Approach to 

Session 

Patience "Yeah, it’s just about being very very patient" P4 

Enjoy it "Enjoy yourself with them. If you’re enjoying it they will love it" P7 
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Person-centred "Take the time to get to know the individual and what works them" P5 

Environmental 

Considerations 

Sensory considerations "They might just say that’s because he just doesn’t like the feel of foam" P6 

Safety "It’s quite enclosed and it feels very secure" P10 

Staff ratio "We have a lower ratio of Ps within the specialist sessions" P10 

Equipment The lane ropes we have in our second session on a Friday are brutal if you get too 

close to them" P1 

Benefits of 

participation 

Personal 

Development 

Improving social skills "We’re not just about getting them to swim, we’re about trying to improve their 

social relationships as well so trying to improve those friendships" P1 

Achieving goals "I don’t really mind what the personal-best is, I don’t really mind how fast it is, 

every week we hope that you’re working on your personal best" 
P6 

Feeling included "If you’re in a team playing cricket or football or dodgeball or whatever it is, you’ve 

got that togetherness. People with ASD kind of struggle with that because they're 

used to doing things by themselves, they're comfortable in their own space, but if 

you find a sport or something they love then its just trying to help them to be like 

yeah you can do that, why don’t you try it?" 

P7 

Making friends "They made new friends at the club’s and the might only see, they might go to 

separate schools and come from different postcodes, but then they come together, 

it's a friend social network" 

P6 

Life skills "The sessions aren’t just about sport, they’re about cooperation, they’re about 

integrating with other people, they’re about life skills that are important to get by in 

general society" 

P5 

Enjoyment Fun "Her parents have said that she loves it, we had to close during summer...she said oh 

God when are you open again because she hasn’t stopped going on about" 
P9 

Physical Health Healthy lifestyle "Definitely and just that healthy lifestyle" P9 

Motor skills development "Working on balance, timing, rhythm, coordination, spatial awareness, fine motor 

control, all of that kind of stuff is beneficial for everybody" P10 

Behaviour 

Management 

Discipline Parental/Carer Involvement "Get a little bit of information from the carers in terms of each individuals ability" P4 

No singling out "Another thing that’s quite important as well, is not singling them out" P2 

1-to-1 explanations "We will try to talk to that person to say, why did you do that...we spoke about how 

would you feel...we did talk about things to try and resolve things...there’s an 

explanation behind the no" 
P6 



ASC and Sports Participation          125 

Time to cool down "If they’re angry or stressed we say, do you want to have a bit of a break and a lot of 

the time they will have a break" P7 

Not raising voice "I think quite often raising your voice tends to get their attention, but I would say 

probably less so when I’m working with these individuals" 
P4 

Positive 

Reinforcement 

Praise "Things like thumbs up and high fives" P1 

Rewards Then he could pick a reward before he gets in the pool that he has at the end" P1 

Consistency Clear rules "There are certain rules that go with swimming for safety that the child" P8 

Staff continuity "So often with the younger kids we have, if we can help it we don’t change the 

teacher" 
P1 

Boundaries "We say things like, we keep our hands to our self and there’s no need to touch 

other people" 
P5 

ASC in Sport Inclusive vs. 

Disability Specific 

sessions 

Inclusion "I’ve got a passion for inclusion but only when I feel it is the right inclusion" P8 

Disability specific sessions "We value sort of having specific sessions for specific people. So like having a 

specific ASD session where every1 there has ASD" P2 

Affiliation to mainstream 

clubs 

"We are a disability club, which is affiliated to a mainstream club...we’ve had 

children with autism sent to us from the club and we’ve also sent back to the clubs 

swimmers with autism. And we’ve also kept the one’s who we know won’t fit in to 

the situation there" 

P8 

Pan-disability "The thing I want our club to do is to be a bit of everything for everyone" P10 

Competition "Just because they have autism doesn’t mean they can’t rise to a really good 

standard, an elite standard" 
P4 

Expectation "His mum and dad have got massive expectations of him" P9 

Training/Resources 

for Coaches 

Trial and error "I think it comes through a bit of trial and error" P3 

Experience/knowledge "Noone sort of explained to me what Autism was, and kind of what to expect from 

the group. It was kind of just getting thrown in and you just sort of learn for 

yourself" 

P3 

Disability courses/training  "I don’t think I’ve been on an autism specific course" P6 
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Appendix P: Publication Guidelines for the Journal of Autism and Developmental 

Disorders 
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