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Introduction 
 
Special Olympics envisions a world in which all people are valued for their unique 
contributions to their community and are respected, included and welcomed in society 
regardless of their different abilities. Young people with and without intellectual disabilities 
(ID) are critical to creating this world. They are more open to inclusion – they understand and 
embrace it.  
 
Together with Special Olympics, young people must be empowered to lead a dignity 
revolution to change social norms and create a lifetime of acceptance, appreciation, and 
inclusion for people with differences. To be successful, Special Olympics needs to engage 
young people in their formative years and beyond to connect them to the movement. This 
means exposing them to inequity and exclusion by highlighting how the needs of people with 
ID are not being met.   
 
By drawing young peoples’ attention to the gifts of people with ID, misperceptions are 
broken down, negative attitudes are tackled and their tremendous potential is highlighted.   
 
The Special Olympics Global Youth Plan focuses on achieving these objectives and is a critical 
component of Special Olympics’ global strategic goals of improving athlete performance and 
building positive attitudes to bring about inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities. 
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The need 
 
Special Olympics has contributed to changing the view of people with ID from objects of pity 
to integral members of society by providing opportunities for over 5.3 million athletes in 170 
countries. However, despite progress, many people with ID still face stigma, discrimination, 
social isolation and injustice. They are routinely ignored or excluded by society, and in many 
cultures little or no value is placed on their worth or abilities.  According to research: 
 

 Children with disabilities are two to three times more likely to be bullied than their 
peers without disabilities1 
 

 90% of children with disabilities in developing countries do not go to school2 
 

 Of those that do access education, only half will complete primary school3 
 

 People with ID are less likely to engage in health promotion activities than their peers 
without disabilities4 
 

 People with ID are more than twice as likely to die before the age of 50 as the general 
population (22% compared to 9%). The majority of deaths in the general population 
are due to lifestyle factors. In contrast, premature deaths of people with ID are 
primarily due to delays or problems investigating, diagnosing, and treating illnesses 
and with receiving appropriate care5 
 

 When asked about their Diversity & Inclusion initiatives, only 7.2% of CEOs stated that 
they planned to address disability6 
 

 Fewer than 20% of people with disabilities are in the labor force, as opposed to nearly 
70% of people without disabilities.7 

 
The disparities are well documented and there is a global call to action outlined by the United 
Nations (UN) in the Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities (CRPD) which calls for 
the “full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms by all persons 
with disabilities, and to promote respect for their inherent dignity.”8 
 
In order to continue to change the reality for people with ID and meet the CRPD actions, 
Special Olympics must build a movement and spread a message of inclusion for all, creating a 
world where people are recognized for their abilities, not discriminated against for their 
differences. Making up approximately half of the world’s population, young people bring a 
new generation of creativity and energy; harnessing this power is critical to everyone’s future.  
 
Special Olympics has always recognized the importance of young people as catalysts for 
change. Creating a comprehensive, integrated youth plan is a vital step in meeting the goals 
of the Global Strategic Plan 2016-2020, in particular the two global targets of 10,000 Unified 
Schools and engaging 10,000 youth leaders in meaningful leadership roles.  

                                                 
1 Bornemann, T., & Banks, M. E. (2009). Disabilities, 3-Volume set: Insights from across fields and around the world. Santa Barbara, CA, United States: Praeger Publishers. 
2 UNESCO. 2007. EFA global monitoring report: EFA. Strong foundations: Early childhood care and education. Paris: UNESCO. Also cited in UNICEF. 2013. Children and Young People with 
Disabilities Fact Sheet. New York: UNICEF. 
3 UNESCO. 2007. EFA global monitoring report: EFA. Strong foundations: Early childhood care and education. Paris: UNESCO. Also cited in UNICEF. 2013. Children and Young People with 
Disabilities Fact Sheet. New York: UNICEF. 
4 World Health Organization (2011). World Report on Disability. Retrieved from http://whqlibdoc.who. int/publications/2011/9789240685215_eng.pdf. 
5 Hollins, S., & Tuffrey-Wijne, I. (2013). Meeting the needs of patients with learning disabilities. BMJ: British Medical Journal, 346. 
6 pwc 18th Annual Global CEO Survey (2015) 
7 2015 SourceAmerica Grassroots Advocacy Information 
8 United Nations, Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities, retrieved from http://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convoptprot-e.pdf 
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What we have done so far 
 
Over the years, Special Olympics has engaged thousands of young people in traditional and 
Unified Sports programs, which joins people with and without ID on the same sports team, to 
create experiences and opportunities for inclusion and acceptance of people with ID. The most 
impactful work has been in schools, with the creation of youth-led programs to change school 
culture and climate throughout the world from one of exclusion to one of acceptance. To date, 
4,400 Unified schools/universities have been developed in the United States and thousands 
more have been established globally.  In addition, in recent decades Special Olympics has 
invited young people into the movement to be involved as advocates for inclusive language 
through the Spread the Word to End the Word campaign, which has gathered over 650,000 
online pledges to stop using discriminatory language to refer to people with ID.  
 
As a result of these efforts, millions of young people around the world are driving change to 
create communities in which all people are included and accepted as valuable members of 
society. Special Olympics’ youth work has included, but has not been limited to, the following: 
 

 School-level Unified Sports and youth leadership opportunities for students in the US 
and internationally  
 

 Regional adoption of the SO College/University model, where students organize and 
participate in sports and leadership activities in college and university settings, based 
on success seen within the United States 
 

 Global, Regional and Program level youth summits, including a Social Impact Summit at 
each World Games dating back to 2001 
 

 Youth Leadership training and seminars and youth-led projects to promote inclusion 
 
Special Olympics has found that when young people are integrated from a young age, the 
positive encounters and memories stay with them, and negative stigmas are less likely to 
form9. This has positive repercussions into adulthood and influences the way future leaders 
interact with people with ID as members of the workplace and community.  
 
In addition to creating societal change, sports provides opportunities for lifelong physical 
activity resulting in positive health outcomes.  Special Olympics youth work has offered a 
unique combination of effective activities that equip young people with tools and training to 
help combat the stigma, stereotypes, isolation and discrimination that people with ID face. As a 
result of these shared opportunities, youth with and without ID gain valuable social and 
emotional learning skills allowing them to effectively work with people of all abilities.  
  
Unified Schools (formerly Project Unify) is an excellent example of what Special Olympics youth 
work can achieve. Unified Schools is defined as a pre-school, primary school, secondary school, 
college or university offering Unified Sports opportunities to its students.  Global expansion of 
Unified Schools provides for gradual stages of implementation to lower the barrier for entry. 
Initially focused in the United States, Unified Schools programming is designed to facilitate 
Special Olympics Unified Sports, provide classroom and community experiences that reduce 
bullying and exclusion, promote healthy activities, combat stereotypes and negative attitudes, 
eliminate hurtful language in schools, and engage young people in activities that lead to 
improved behavior and school climate.  At its core, Unified Schools is not just about including 
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students with disabilities, but unifying all students and shifting the norm in schools - from 
adult-led programming to student-led mobilization and action, from sports as recreation to 
sports as a catalyst for social inclusion and attitude and behavioral change. 
 
Seven years of extensive evaluation and data collection by the 
University of Massachusetts-Boston (UMASS) on Unified 
Schools programming in the United States demonstrate a 
positive impact on attitudes and acceptance of youth with ID in 
participating schools, and greater inclusion in school activities. 
Data also shows that the program has more broadly led to 
increased tolerance and acceptance of differences (gender, 
ethnicity, etc.).  There is additional, if less extensive, evidence 
from other Regions to establish that this effect is not unique to 
North America, or western cultures and communities. 
 
Building on this proof of concept, continued U.S. growth, as 
well as a renewed focus on global implementation of Unified 
Schools, is a key objective of the Special Olympics Global 
Strategic Plan 2016-2020. Additionally, a comprehensive Global 
Youth Plan will contribute to Special Olympics’ vision of Unified 
programming offered in every school across the world in which 
youth are empowered to create a more inclusive world for all. 
 
 

What we need to do next and why 
  
Special Olympics is a powerful catalyst for young people to improve their awareness and 
emotional intelligence, which will provide opportunities for them to succeed in all aspects of 
their lives and contribute to a more inclusive world.  In order to engage young people and 
keep them active in the movement, the organization will show how activation with Special 
Olympics through one opportunity can lead to lifelong engagement.  This means providing 
multiple opportunities that excite and draw young people into the movement and encourage 
them to grow and aspire to higher levels of engagement over time (e.g. recruitment as Board 
members, global summit participation, etc.).  
 
Special Olympics understands that young people are energetic, social activists focused on 
finding solutions and are eager to make a change within their community. With this in mind, 
Special Olympics will create a flexible framework in which young people can lead and 
innovate in order to connect and share ideas to achieve a vision of a more inclusive world in 
line with Special Olympics’ vision and strategic goals: 
 
Vision  
Special Olympics’ vision is that sport will open hearts and minds towards people with 
intellectual disabilities and create inclusive communities all over the world. 
 
Goals 
Special Olympics has two overarching five-year goals: to improve athlete performance, and 
build positive attitudes. They are completely connected, and reaching both goals is crucial to 
achieving our vision. In support of these goals, the aim of engaging and activating youth is to:  
 

Promote inclusive communities and lifelong positive attitudes towards people 
with ID by increasing school Unified Sports programming, developing youth 

Unified Schools impact in 
the United States (Source: 

UMASS Boston survey) 

 Generated 13 million 
Unified experiences for 
students  

 88% of teachers credit the 
program with reducing 
bullying and teasing in 
their schools 

 79% of students who got 
to know a student with ID 
considered them a friend  

 70% of participates keep in 
contact with students with 
ID since graduating  
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leaders (with and without ID), and empowering young people to support and 
join the Special Olympics movement. 

 
Metrics: 
This plan contributes to five metrics outlined in the Global Strategic Plan 2016-2020 as below: 
 

 10,000 Unified Schools (a school or university which offers Unified Sports to its 
students)by 2020 

 10,000 Youth Leaders in meaningful leadership (e.g. members of youth 
activation committees, Board members) roles by 2020 

 4 million members (athletes, volunteers, families) and supporters (e.g. people 
who engage online, attend events) whose details are in new database 

 7 million people publically demonstrating support for inclusion (through social 
media, signing a pledge and/or Unified Sports participation) 

 
 
To achieve our aim, and meet the Global Strategic Plan goals and metrics, the Youth Plan will 
consist of four key objectives: 
 

 
 
 

Objective 3: 
Connect Youth to 

the movement 
and build online 

community  

 
Objective 1: 

Establish 
10,000 
Unified 
Schools 

Objective 2: 
Identify and 

engage 10,000 
youth leaders 

Objective 4: Improve 
sustainability and quality 

Goal: Promote Inclusive 
communities and lifelong positive 
attitudes towards people with ID 

Objective 5: Measure 
social inclusion 
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Objective 1: Establish 10,000 new Unified Schools, each with at least 1 Unified sports team, to 
engage over 100,000 young people and bring inclusion to life in schools and universities 
across 100 countries with a focus on underserved rural and urban areas.  
  

Overall Initiatives: 
 Increase the number of Schools and Universities engaged in Special Olympics Unified 

programming by creating flexible and regionally adapted toolkits, training educators 
and establishing partnerships with government, education systems and youth 
organizations. 

 Where School and University programming is not the best option, build unified 
opportunities for young people within the community, and support adult mentors 
engaged in development of strong youth initiatives. 

 Establish and sustain transitional opportunities for young people to move between 
school, University and community Special Olympics programming. 

 
 
Objective 2: Identify and engage 10,000 youth leaders with and without intellectual 
disabilities to create 5,000 youth led clubs or projects in schools, universities or communities 
and promote an inclusive culture and language through serving in meaningful leadership 
roles.  
  

Overall Initiatives: 
 Educate and provide resources for Special Olympics Program leaders about the 

power and potential of youth leaders with and without ID, the need to develop 
youth leadership, and the value youth leaders add to the organization 

 Identify youth leaders with and without ID through Special Olympics programming 
and external outreach (e.g. Partnerships, social media) 

 Provide a variety of inclusive leadership tools and development opportunities at 
global, region and Program level (e.g. Global Youth Summits, youth advisory 
councils/committees, board members, etc.) 

 Use youth leaders, with and without ID, in leadership roles inside and outside the 
movement and recognize their achievements (e.g. youth awards). 

 
Objective 3: Connect one million young people with the Special Olympics movement online 
and actively engage them in a collaborative digital community to innovate ideas and share 
resources.  
 

Overall Initiatives: 
 Expand and create user friendly campaigns (e.g. Play Unified) for young people to 

adopt as symbols of inclusion 
 Connect to existing youth organizations or gatherings to collaborate and create 

inclusive opportunities and attract youth to Special Olympics (e.g. youth media, 
youth service organizations, youth sports organizations) 

 Create multiple entry points and levels of activation in order to allow youth to 
engage and re-engage throughout their lives.  

 Connect young people to the Special Olympics movement through the CRM and 
establish opportunities to engage with Special Olympics on a deeper level. 

 Create a digital community which offers an opportunity for all young people that 
are connected to Special Olympics a way to deepen their Special Olympics 
activation and share ideas and resources with their fellow actively engaged peers.  
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 Create Program and Regional level flexibility, while still within a designated 
framework, so young people can have the opportunity to lead, create and develop 
sustainable change within their communities 

 
Objective 4: Improve the sustainability and quality of youth programming by building 
Program capacity and securing necessary funds as determined by 75% of Programs achieving 
a higher stage of Quality Standards and increased funding for their youth work by the end of 
202010.  

 
Overall Initiatives: 

 Increase funds for youth programming through partnerships and fundraising 
 Work with Programs through regional workshops and training opportunities to 

increase their capacity and their Quality Standards stage in delivering youth 
programming (e.g. stage 1, stage 2, and stage 3). Establish a baseline to measure 
change in the Quality Standards of their youth programming over time. 

 
Objective 5: Measure social inclusion in three locations in each Region and use results to 
improve youth program quality and generate support from potential funders, government, 
media and the public.  

 
Overall Initiatives: 

 Engage the Research team and Board Research and Policy Committee to identify 
external scholars in multiple countries to collaboratively develop and adopt 
measurement tools and outcome indicators, such as change in school climate 
towards people with ID. 

 Pilot and refine research measurements based off findings 
 Development of partnerships to support research implementation and 

improvement 
 Disseminate research findings in order to generate broad support for Special 

Olympics and youth programming 
 

 

Ready to act 

 
Special Olympics knows that young people are the future policymakers, educators and 
business leaders of this world. The organization must be committed to opening young minds 
and increasing their participation in the Special Olympics movement through various 
programs aimed at getting young people involved and discovering their voices as leaders. 
These initiatives will help create a world more inclusive of people with ID, while increasing 
opportunities for Special Olympic athletes to show their abilities, both on and off the playing 
field. 

                                                 
10 More information can be found online: http://resources.specialolympics.org/Topics/Program-Quality-Standards/Program_Quality_Standards.aspx#.WJiUtFUrLIU  

http://resources.specialolympics.org/Topics/Program-Quality-Standards/Program_Quality_Standards.aspx#.WJiUtFUrLIU

