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SPORTS PHYSIOTHERAPY — ACTIONS TO
OPTIMIZE THE HEALTH OF PARA ATHLETES

The interest and development of Para sport continues to
increase around the globe. As Para athletes’ performances
and professionalism are steadily improving, there is also
an increasing need and interest for athlete health and
(para-)medical support. The term Para athlete refers to in-
dividuals with an impairment that participate in a sport
that has classification rules as defined in the International
Paralympic Committee (IPC) Athlete Classification Code
(www.paralympic.org).

This calls for further scientific knowledge and profes-
sional competencies. We believe that physiotherapists are
crucial partners in this regard. In this IFSPT perspective,
we have summarized how sports physiotherapists can add
value within various settings of Para sport.

ASSESSMENT AND ATHLETE HEALTH
MONITORING

To increase the knowledge of Para athletes’ health, it has
been recommended to conduct athlete health monitoring
on a regular basis.! With experience in classifying health,
functioning and disease, physiotherapists again can provide
valuable knowledge into this area. The same applies to the
assessment of injury. As indicated above, special attention
is required for Para athletes given their uniqueness, both as
individual athlete, and by nature of their injuries. Most re-
cently, this was expanded upon in the area of concussion as-
sessment, with a call for case-by-case decision-making.2
Athlete classification is a very specific application of as-
sessment in which athletes are “classified” according to
their ability to perform certain movements and tasks.3
Therefore, every athlete undergoes an extensive physical
and sport-specific assessment. By nature of their qualifi-
cation and skills, sports physiotherapists act as classifiers

alongside physicians and sports experts across almost all
Para sports. For more detail, the reader is referred to
www.paralympic.org and Journal of Sports Sciences.*

REHABILITATION OF SPORTS INJURIES IN PARA
SPORT

Para athletes report higher rates of sports injuries and ill-
nesses compared to able-bodied athletes.>¢ For an athlete
with an impairment, a sports injury or illness may not only
affect sporting participation and performance, but also ex-
acerbate the existing, underlying disability and compromise
the athlete’s ability to perform activities of daily life.%7

Alongside injuries that often are similar to those of their
able-bodied counterparts, Para athletes also report specific
impairment- and equipment-related sport injuries.>8 For
example, poor proprioception can contribute to injuries in
athletes with vision loss, whereas low bone mineral density
and spasticity may increase the risk in athletes with neuro-
logical impairment. Therefore, it is important that the Para
athlete is provided with strategies that can be applied both
in sports and in daily life.

Thanks to a broad knowledge of musculoskeletal and
neurological systems, sports injuries, the restoration of
function and movement following an injury, and disability
in general (impairments, activity limitations and participa-
tion restrictions), physiotherapists have an important role
to play in supporting Para athlete health and welfare.

PREVENTION OF SPORTS INJURIES IN PARA
SPORT

Physiotherapists are masters of the adage: “one size does
not fit all.” For example, an athlete with transfemoral am-
putation or high spinal cord injury will not benefit from
a regular knee control programme. Evidence-based phys-
iotherapy focuses on tailored, patient-centred prevention
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programmes with an emphasis on behavioural science,
health promotion and education,? just what Para athletes
need! In this sense, our profession has an important task to
fulfill in the continuous development of holistic prevention
strategies.

A very specific application of this knowledge is guiding
athletes in their adaptive sports-specific equipment choice
and its fitting (e.g. racing chair, sit-ski, running prosthesis).
Thanks to the extensive knowledge of anatomy, ergonomics
and assistive devices, physiotherapists will be able to assess
the importance and impact of specific equipment and assis-
tive devices as an additional component of medical care and
prevention.%10

GETTING INVOLVED

We advocate for sports physiotherapist engagement in Para
sports:

« Sports physiotherapists are needed in the athlete sup-
port team. As a licensed health care practitioner with
knowledge of disability and functioning, the muscu-
loskeletal, nervous and cardiovascular system, and
experience of working within multidisciplinary teams

and biopsychological contexts, physiotherapists can
advantageously take responsibility for the medical
team during events and competitions.

» As academic professionals, sports physiotherapists
play an important role to expand systematic data col-
lection on injury and illness epidemiology in this
population. Such data are needed to develop evi-
dence-based treatment strategies, medical support,
prevention programmes, and assessment methods.

» With classification moving into more evidence-based
decision making, sports physiotherapists need to be
involved in this process, as they are experts on human
movement assessment.

» Sports physiotherapists must engage in increasing
Para sport opportunities and share knowledge with
fellow colleagues within the medical field.

Taken together, Sports Physiotherapists play an impor-
tant role in understanding, promoting, assessing, maintain-
ing, and restoring health in Para athletes around the globe.
Ask yourself: are you doing your part?
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