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Abstract

People with disabilities have historically been excluded in
the real ms of sport - where they fail to neet standards of
the "ideal sporting body" - and in advertising, where they
also fail to neet an ideal-body standard. This research
explores the attitudes of athletes with disabilities toward
sport, advertising, and their exclusion from nainstream
culture. Through interviews with 10 wheel chair basket bal

pl ayers, the author explores how deeply hegenonic ideals

i nformand influence the beliefs and val ues of participants.
The author al so explores the sensitivity of the participants
to images of disability in advertising. Findings support the
earlier literature regarding the attitudes of people with
disabilities toward advertising: participants said they
generally ignore advertising because it does not reflect the
reality of their lives, but are acutely sensitive to
positive inmages of disability in ads. This study al so
supports the assertion by scholars that people with
disabilities - even those who have begun to reject their
oppression - still internalize the "abl e-bodied ideal"

i nherent in capitalist hegenony.
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A 30 second advertisenent aired on U.S. tel evision opens
with two young nmen playing an aggressive ganme of one-on-one
basketbal |l at an outdoor park. They dodge and dribble in an
evenly matched contest. Close-up shots on the athletes revea
that one of the players is wearing a prosthetic |eg.

The ad cuts to a gentleman nunching on Doritos corn chips.
"Yes, ny friend, you are bold," says the man, with a British
accent. "But are you daring?"

The ad cuts back to the court where one player pulls up for
a junp shot. The camera focuses on the ball headed for the
basket. Qut of the corner of the scene conmes the other player's
prosthetic leg - used to block the ball from making the basket.
Cheers rise as the innovative player, his prosthetic leg resting
on the basketball, gets a handshake fromthe Doritos pitchman. He
has passed the Doritos test: He is "bold and daring" (Haller &



Ral ph 2002).

Perhaps the ad itself is also evidence of the Doritos thene,
by virtue of its own "bold and daring” depiction of what it means
to be athletic. Sport has |ong been socially constructed as an
activity exclusively for the able-bodied. Disability sport is not
viewed as a legitimate sport but as sonething | ess (DePauw &
Gavron 1995). Mdst sports fans and abl e-bodi ed athl etes can not
i magi ne seeing an obviously disabled athlete on a nedal platform
at an elite sporting event, on equal footing with able-bodied
athl etes (DePauw 1997; Schantz & G| bert 2001).

DePauw (1997) and others have argued that social attitudes
toward sport and the physical body are inportant reflectors of
overall social values, norns and standards in the culture.
Understanding the centrality of the body in relation to sport
I ends itself to understanding sport as a site for the
reproduction of social inequality. Mbility inpairnment -
interpreted as dependency - is in sharp contrast to hegenonic
Aneri cana, the preniere value of independence and individualism
(Hal l er 2000). Those deened nenbers of |less "bodily fit" groups
(people with disabilities) have been marginalized in sport and in
overal | social status (lbid; Schell & Rodriguez 2001).

In a capitalist, consunmer-driven culture, nenbers of groups
wi t hout "acceptabl e" bodily status have also historically been
excl uded from advertising i rages, which by their nature focus on
the "perfect" body. Their exclusion fromthe world of advertising
- a powerful cultural force in collective cultural understanding
of what is "normal" and even desirable - perpetuates societa
di scrimnation and seens "to conprise an al nost indestructible
hegemony” (Hahn 1987, p. 566).

The 2002 Doritos ad, however, is evidence that there may be
cracks (albeit tiny) where the abl e-bodi ed, hegenonic cul ture of
sport neets consunerism Perhaps the ad is not an aberration so
much as it is an outgrowh of the realization that participation
in sports for the disabled "exploded" in the 1990s (Hoffer 1995).

The 1996 Paral ynpics in Atlanta included nore than 3,000
elite disabled athletes from 103 countries (Schantz & G | bert
2001). A nunber of organizations in the United States, including
Di sabl ed Sports USA, Wheel chair Sports USA, and the Nationa
Disability Sports Alliance, support conpetitive disabled
athletes. Another stride for athletes with disabilities canme in
2002, when the ESPY Awards added that category to its roster of
annual honors for athletes. Visually inpaired clinber Erik
Wei henmayer won the first ESPY award for a disabled athlete. As
Sports Illustrated witer Richard Hoffer wote in 1995, "Really,
the distinction between wheel chair racers and the O ynpians is
fading at these high levels" (p. 65).

A handful of marketers have recogni zed such by signing elite
di sabl ed athletes to marketing deals. The npbst notable exanple is
Ccean Spray Cranberries Inc., which signed wheel chair racer Jean
Driscoll to a multi-level pronotion deal. The conpany agreed to
sponsor Driscoll in all of her sport events and Driscoll appeared
in some of the conpany's advertising (Sutton 1998).

Even sports marketing behenoth N ke has run a handful of
advertisenments that feature athletes with disabilities. One
exanple is a 1989 tel evision spot featuring world chanpi on
wheel chair racer Craig Blanchette. Wile N ke clained that
Bl anchette's status as a disabled athlete was not central to the



ad, the profitability from di sabl ed athl etes and consunmers was
likely a strong notivation, analysts said (Haller & Ralph 2001).

More recently, however, Nike's advertising resenbles thenes
more friendly to capitalist hegenony in regard to disability and
sport. A 2000 nmagazi ne advertisement for Nike's "Air Dri-Goat"
shoe read, in part:

How can a trail running shoe with an outer sol e designed
like a goat's hoof help me avoid conpressing nmy spinal cord
into a Slinky on the side of some unsuspecting conifer
therefore rendering nme a drooling, nisshapen non-extrene-
trail-running husk of ny former self, forced to roamin a
not ori zed wheel chair with nmy nane enbossed on one of those
cute little license plates...(Crip, 2000)

Ni ke's nessage is reflective of the sport nedia practice of
mar gi nal i zi ng, excluding and sometinmes ridiculing people who,
sans the "perfect body," would dare call thenmselves athletes. In
his semi nal work about disability and advertising, Hahn (1987)
argues that these kinds of inages debilitate people with
disabilities, rationalizing their exploitation and deval ued
status. Besides experiencing discrimnation fromothers, people
with disabilities internalize their |ow status when they see
their invisibility in the media's cultural nessages (lwakunma
1997; Haller 2000; Smart 2001).

However, athletes with disabilities my be "l ess
susceptible" to those feelings of Iow self esteem less willing
to be exploited, and nore demandi ng of visibility than other
people with disabilities. Researchers have found that people with
disabilities who partake in sport have a nore positive outl ook
than those who do not (Thomas & Katz 2001). They are often
notivated by the chall enge, excitenent and opportunity to test
their skills offered through conpetitive sport (Brasile & Hedrick
1991). Schol ars al so believe that disabled athletes use sport as
a way to reject their roles as social outcasts (Schell &

Rodri guez 2001).

Hahn (1987) hol ds out hope that people with disabilities
m ght somehow reject the vise grip of capitalist hegenony
perpetuated in advertising imges. Since his research was
publ i shed, few studies have | ooked at the attitudes of people
with disabilities in relation to advertising, and none have
explored the issue with di sabl ed peopl e who have al ready begun to
rej ect hegenoni c nessages by participating in sport. But, as
Makas wrote, "disabled people thenselves need to be involved in
identifying attitudes and standards, and in defining socia
interactions for study" (1988, p. 59). This research explores
attitudes about advertising and nedi a use through in-depth
interviews with 10 wheelchair athletes, in hopes of identifying
attitudes, standards, and social interactions for further study.

Literature Revi ew

Di sabl ed Athletes in the Media

Several studies have exani ned the overall presence of
athletes with disabilities in the mass nedia, and found their
i mges |acking in both quantity and quality (Hardin, Hardin, Lynn
& WAl sdorf 2000; Hardin & Lynn 2002; Schantz & Gl bert 2001,



Gol den 2002) .

Studi es of disabled sport coverage have revealed that elite
di sabl ed athl etes have | ess chance of being covered on the sports
pages than do abl e-bodi ed bow ers or billiard players. Golden's
study of coverage of the 2002 Paral ynpics found that nost U S.
newspapers virtually ignored the conpetition. This finding is in
line with earlier studies of Paral ynpic coverage (Schantz &

G | bert 2001). The same is true for niche sports coverage neant
for a segnmented audience or for other groups traditionally | ocked
out by nale hegenony. Hardin et al. (2000) found |l ess than a

hal f - dozen depictions of disability-related sport in three years
(1996-1999) of Sports Illustrated for Kids, the only nationally
circul ated sports magazi ne for children. Hardin and Lynn (2002)
coded nore than 4,000 photo inmmges in four wonen's sport

magazi nes during 1999 and 2000, and found | ess than 25 i mages of
disability-related sport.

Al t hough nmedi a exposure of disabled athletes has increased
over the years, their marginalized role as objects of pity or as
"supercrips" has not changed - perhaps nore a reflection of
society's continuing fear of people with disabilities than
cal l ous disregard (Schantz & G | bert 2001). An exanple used by
Schell and Rodriguez (2001) is that of CBS network coverage of
the 2000 Paral ynpic Ganes. A segnent on athlete Hope Lewellen
concentrated nore on her perceived ability to "overcone her
disability" than on her status as an athlete. DePauw (1997)
points to the 1997 "Wrld's Fastest Man" conpetition on CBS,
whi ch included seven events. The network aired all events except
one: a race between anput ees.

Gol den's 2002 study of reporters at the Wnter O ynpics and
Paral ympics in Salt Lake City found that many sports reporters do
not view di sabled sports as "real" conpetition, but instead as a
pitiful event. One Anerican sports reporter said of the
Paral ynpics, "[I]t's a bone they throwto themto nake them fee
better. It's not a real conpetition, and | for one, don't see why
| should have to cover it" (Golden 2002, p. 13).

DePauw (1997) argues that the marginalization and excl usion
of disabled athletes by society (and, hence, nedia) is a function
of capitalist hegenmony. Sport, like life in US. culture, has
been socially constructed as an abl e-bodied activity with
acconpanying strict (but less rigid) boundaries in regard to
gender and sexuality. The thought of anything otherwise is
difficult to conprehend, if not anathema, for nobst people (DePauw
1997). The closest to the "ideal" conpetitor anong disabl ed
at hl etes have been mal es who use wheel chairs. They are a
contradiction: male (acceptable), disabled (not acceptable), and
have been all owed participation on the edges of the field. DePauw
(1997) argues that this is because the wheel chair can be viewed
as a substitute for the | ower-body function, while the athlete's
upper body offers an acceptabl e, perhaps even "athletic-I|ooking"
physi que.

Advertising and People with Disabilities

Al t hough few studi es have exanined disability in advertising
froma consuner point-of-view, a nunber of have docunented trends
in the use of disabled nodels in advertising. Major advertisers
such as Apple, Levi's, Nissan, and Target began using the
occasi onal disabled nodel in ads as early as the 1980s (Haller &



Ral ph 2002; Farnall 2000). Their notives: a desire to represent
diversity and to nmake profits from people with disabilities as
consuners (lbid.). Since the Anericans with Disabilities Act was
signed in 1990, advertisers have begun to recogni ze people with
disabilities (and their caretakers and famlies) as a significant
mar ket (St ephens & Bergman 1995). Disability rights started as a
political nmovenent, but trickled down to marketing and
advertising (Goerne 1992).

Researchers believe the inmages that have appeared in
advertising during recent years have been nostly positive
(Shapiro 1993; Haller & Ralph 2002). Advertisenents have
presented people with disabilities as capable of acting
i ndependently, as being sexually functional and as interacting
wi th non-di sabl ed people (Shapiro 1993). Advertising that uses
di sabl ed nodels can elicit positive overall consuner response
(I'bid.; Shapiro 1993).

A wel | -known exanpl e of positive response involves the use
of a child with Down's Syndronme in a Target circular during the
early 1990s. A Target vice president clainmed the circular got
nore positive feedback than any other ad canpai gn by the retai
chain, and that sales of certain products increased because of
the ads (Haller & Ral ph 2002; Goerne 1992).

Resear chers have al so docunented the scant overall numnber of
di sabl ed i mages in advertising. Shapiro (1993) and Hahn (1987)
both point to advertising's need to use an "ideal body" - one
that remi nds consuners of their need to correct their own bodily
i nperfections - as a reason that nodels with disabilities are
used in such a small percentage of ads. When they are used, only
those with "pretty" disabilities, such as attractive nmodel s who
are deaf or who use a wheel chair, appear (Haller & Ralph 2002).
Hal | er and Ral ph argue that these kinds of inmages |eave out many
disabilities that may be less canera-friendly. Weelchair users
are at the top of the nedia hierarchy of disability. Sports-

m nded wheel chair users are an inportant visual category used by
advertisers (Haller & Ral ph 2000; Haller 2000; Schantz & G| bert
2001) .

Hahn (1987) ties the lack of disability images in
advertising to capitalist hegenony. Capitalists, fueled by the
drive for expanded markets and higher profits, have been
responsi ble for pronulgating a set of perfectionist physica
standards for consuners and workers. Advertising has historically
been the neans to comuni cate these standards (lbid.). Thus,
people with disabilities (who lack the capitalist-ideal body)
have been excluded or marginalized in advertising, and thus,
society (lbid.)

People with disabilities have al so been generally excl uded
from advertising research. According to research by Burnett and
Paul (1996), the reason is that advertisers generally ignore
people with disabilities as a viable consuner group. Businesses
often see the disabled as a source of "concern and expense"

i nstead of as a potential source of revenue (Burnett & Paul

1996). But "for the intelligent marketer, pursuing the disabled
consuner is a win-win proposition" (p. 47). In many ways, the
attitudes and val ues of people with disabilities are nore simlar
than different fromthe abl e-bodi ed (Wi nberg 1988).

The study by Burnett and Paul (1996) is virtually the only
study published during the 1990s that exam nes the nedia and



advertising habits of people with disabilities. They surveyed
hundreds of disabled and non-di sabl ed consuners about their nedia
needs and habits. They found some differences. For instance,
nmobi lity-inpaired people tended to prefer television to reading
nore than their non-disabled counterparts. Inportant to this
study, they found that nobility-disabled consunmers had negative
attitudes toward advertising. "[F]eelings of alienation and of
bei ng i gnored by an uncaring society are a possi bl e explanation
As nost advertising is targeted at the non-disabled, we can
understand why the nobility-di sabled may resent advertising and
consequently find it usel ess" (Burnett & Paul 1996, p. 50).

Rati onal e and Met hod

Rationale for this Study

Research has docunented the nedia's propensity to ignore or
stereotype athletes with disabilities. OQther studies have noted
the sane pattern for people with disabilities in advertising. At
| east two schol ars have anal yzed these patterns in |ight of
capitalist hegemony - the triunph of market forces over society's
ethical or noral obligations for inclusion (Hahn 1987; DePauw
1997). DePauw and Hahn both argue that the hegenonic wal
responsi bl e for exclusion and oppression of people with
disabilities is not indestructible. Instead, both urge people
with disabilities to resist and ultimately reject the
"narcissistic standards of the dom nant mgjority" (Hahn 1987, p.
567) .

It m ght be argued that athletes with disabilities
denonstrate their resistance to capitalist hegenony by daring to
enter a realmso strongly defined by the abl e-bodied ideal. This
research seeks to further explore the ideas of Hahn (1987),
DePauw (1997) and others, by exploring the attitudes of
conpetitive wheelchair athletes toward advertising and sport
media in |ight of capitalist hegenmony. First, it explores the
appeal and effectiveness of advertising to these athletes. It
al so explores the levels to which these athletes have
internalized or rejected their marginalization by advertisers and
the nedia. By doing so, this research will augnment understanding
of the relationship between people with disabilities, the nedia,
and advertising. Current literature is nostly content-based,
provi di ng analysis of nmedia or advertising, without input from
the subjects/objects (people with disabilities) of such research

Met hod

The participants in the qualitative interviews used for this
study were 10 nal e wheel chair basketball players. Two of the
pl ayers were black and eight were white. The participants' ages
ranged from 16 to 45 years. The players cane froma variety of
educati onal |evels and soci o-econon ¢ backgrounds. Although al
of the participants played informally together in a university
setting, the participants did not play conpetitively on the sane
team but on several different elite teans from around the United
States. Participants' playing experience ranged fromone to 20
years. Mst of the players were also involved in other sports,
such as kayaking or tennis.

The only selection criteria for this study were the active
partici pati on on an organi zed, conpetitive wheel chair basket bal



team and willingness to participate in the study. Participants
signed a consent form before they were interviewed.

The interviews, which ranged in |length from45 mnutes to
about 90 m nutes, used McCracken's "auto drive" technique (1988)
to record perceptions of participants regarding sport nedia and
advertising. Participants were given a small anmount of nopney to
purchase their favorite print sport nedia to bring to the
interview. The nagazi nes or newspapers were then used as stimul
for the interview Participants were asked to react to what they
saw and read as they paged through their print nmedia during the
interview. During the interview, participants were also handed a
recent issue of Sports n Spokes, a niche magazi ne dedicated to
coverage of disability sport. The mamgazi ne, not avail able on
newsst ands, was al so used as an "auto drive" pronpt during the
interviewto allow participants to talk further about disability
sport, the nedia, and adverti sing.

Each interview began with a "grand tour" question (Crabtree
& MIller 1992) inviting participants to talk at |ength about the
medi a they brought as they paged through it. The di al ogue was
allowed to flow freely, with researchers referring to an
interview protocol only to guarantee that all issues were
covered. The interviews were recorded and transcri bed.

Three researchers independently exani ned interview
transcripts for instances of |anguage, descriptions, uses of text
and units of information. Using a variation of the constant
conpari son nethod, researchers worked separately using the data
sets to construct thenmes, then together to construct a final |ist
of themes. In order for a theme to be included in the findings,
all three researchers had to agree on the inclusion of a thene.
No themes were included in the findings unless supported in a
majority of the interview transcripts.

Fi ndi ngs

The findings of this research are sumuarized into four
themes that enmerged during interviews with wheel chair athletes:
a) they are avid consuners of sport nedia, for the purposes of
soci alization and legitim zation of thenselves as athletes; b)
t hey express a hope and expectation that, with their advocacy,
maei nstream paraneters for what is "acceptably athletic" in sport
media will be wi dened; c) they are acutely sensitive to
disability issues in advertising; and d) they are acutely aware
of and sensitive to "nmarket needs" and interests, but they are
not nmonolithic in a belief that advertisers should be nore
i ncl usi ve.

Consunpti on and Use of Sport Media

The wheel chair athletes in this study expressed an avid
interest in mainstream sport nmedia. Most of the athletes
descri bed thensel ves as active consuners of sport fare on
television and in print nedia, using it as a socialization too
and as a way to legitimze thensel ves as athletes.

Most of the athletes nentioned "keeping up" with sport news
as a reason they consune sport nedia. Keeping current on sports
is inmportant for their friendships and water-cool er conversations
at work. Said one participant, a 19-year-old college student:



| read tons of nmgazines, on the Internet constantly, trying
to find out what's going on with basketball, just to talk to
ny friends about sports. The topic of sports, whether it be
negative or positive, is a great way to comuni cate and neet
people ...So, it's really a great building block for
friendship (Vinny, April 28, 2001 interview).

Participants also indicated that they use sport nedia to
legitim ze thensel ves as athl etes by seeking and using
i nformati on nmeant for abl e-bodied sports participants. For
i nstance, Ed, 41, stopped at an article about sports drinks as he
flipped through a magazi ne:

| see sports drinks everywhere, and | al ways wonder if
that's going to help or not. Sonetines, when they tal k about
the struggl es players have been through - how they work
mentally - how they get up for their ganmes - that kind of
thing interests ne. [Media] don't do anything about

wheel chair sports, so it's not direct (May 1, 2001
interview).

Wheel chair athletes also reported | ooking for sport role
nodel s in mai nstream nedi a, another way to legitimze thensel ves
as athletes. They reported studying their favorite players in
ganme situations, in interviews and in other nedia features, to
| earn about "noves" and techniques. A 42-year-old player talked
at length about learning strategies for teammrk and strategy
froma story he recently read about a professional basket bal
game, while another player said he likes to read about Dennis
Rodman to get rebounding tips.

Anot her player, a 21-year-old athlete, tal ked about
imtating Mchael Jordan

[Half the stuff that he was doing with his hands, |ike the
| ay-ups and stuff, | can basically do about half of that
stuff...except for dunking...And how he plays defense, man-
to-man and all that stuff like that - and how he guards his
pl ayers - so basically I've gotten all ny defensive stuff
fromhim (Khari, April 29, 2001 interview).

In contrast, none of the players nentioned doing the sanme thing
when they | ooked at disability sport publications such as Sports
n Spokes.

Expandi ng the Paraneters of "Acceptably Athletic"

Wil e wheel chair athletes in this study reported using the
medi a to seek abl e-bodied sport role nodels, at the same tine
t hey expressed hope that their own athletic acconplishnents, in
time, would be accepted as legitimte by the wi der culture.
Their comrents ran along a spectrum from di sappoi ntment to anger
at their exclusion by the sport industry and sport nedia. Vinny,
19, said he understands the reasoni ng behind his exclusion, but
does not agree with it:

| guess they feel that no one will read their magazines,
unl ess they use abl e-bodi ed, superstar athletes, |ike Kobe
Bryant or M chael Jordan or Tracy Magready, when in reality,



we're all athletes. Just because | don't make a $50 million
sal ary, doesn't make nme any |less of an athlete than Kobe
Bryant (April 28, 2001 interview).

Jeff, 46, was an active able-bodied athlete until 1985, when
a car accident forced himto begin using a wheelchair. He
considers himself an advocate for disability sports, calling his
| ocal paper to report sports scores for disabled sport events.
Sports editors often rebuff him and that makes hi m angry.

You know, that's so stupid! We're athletes...One thing
people don't realize probably is that there are - what - 53
mllion disabled people out there. W' re probably the

| argest single group in the country. You've got to think
about that, and people don't (April 16, 2001 interview).

The participants also expressed regret for what they see as
a msconception about disabled sports - that all such sports are
along the lines of the Special Oynpics (an annual event for
people with disabilities that stresses participation, not
conpetition). One interviewee, Dug, said,

it disappoints ne if they have that m sconception. You know,
| have friends that are wheelchair tennis players that |
guarantee - in their wheelchair - will beat 85% of the able-
bodi ed people that play weekly. They're that good" (June 7,
2001 interview).

Most of the athletes interviewed said they don't want "token
coverage" - coverage that focuses on the disability with a
"pitiful soul" tone (Reggie, My 21, 2001 interview). Said
Andrew, a 21-year-old who has used a wheel chair since age five

You coul d have an article about sonebody in a wheelchair -
sonmebody who plays basketball, and you don't have to focus
on the fact that they play wheel chair basketball. Focus on
the fact that they scored 21 points per ganme, had 10
rebounds and the fact that he had a triple-double (April 17,
2001 interview).

Partici pants al so expressed the belief that disabled
athl etes thenselves are at least partly to blanme for their
exclusion fromthe nmai nstream sport ideal because they do not try
hard enough to nake their sports appealing to the mai nstream
Dug, 42, was nost adanmant: "It's not their [nedia' s] job to
further our cause. It's our job to nmake the game interesting
enough and appeal i ng enough to warrant that type of coverage”
(June 7, 2001 interview). They al so had suggestions for making
the gane "interesting enough.” One participant, a 28-year-old
pl ayer, said getting the "NBA perspective" and "cl ose-ups of
wheel chairs crashing together" would be exciting for viewers.
"Just put it on the Sabbath Day. Every Sunday put sone wheel chair
sports on TV" (Jason, May 1, 2001 interview).

Sensitivity to Disability Issues and I mages in Ads
Partici pants reported that while they ignore nost
advertising, they are highly sensitive to positive, integrated



i mages of disability in ads. Most said they pay little attention
to advertising in general, because it does not address the
reality of their lives. Wen they do pay attention to
advertising, it is because the ad fits a niche interest. For
i nstance, 29-year-old Matt owns a kayak. While he ignores npost
advertising, he said he pays attention to ads with kayaks in
them because he is interested in kayaking equi pnent (April 24,
2001 interview).

Reggi e sumari zed the way nost participants said they felt
about adverti sing:

Maybe it's because there's not as many people like nme in
those ads. Now, if | was thunmbing and | saw a black man in a
wheel chair, that's going to be one of the first things I
ook at...Or maybe just a person in a wheelchair in an ad.
But | don't see nmany people like me in the ads, so that's
probably why they don't catch ny attention (May 21, 2001

i nterview).

Reggi e went on to describe ads that do catch his attention
those that include people with disabilities or are especially
designed to appeal to people with disabilities. Al of the ads he
and ot her participants found appealing were in Sports n Spokes.
Partici pants said the adverti sements - for everything from sport
wheel chairs and hand cycles to accessible autonobiles - were
useful or interesting.

One in particular, a two-page spread by Vol kswagen, elicited
a nunmber of comrents from participants. The ad contained a | arge
wheel chai r-user symbol, reconfigured for a nore athletic |ook
The ad was especially appealing to David, a teenager who began
using a chair and participating in wheelchair athletics two years
earlier. He said he had begun collecting Vol kswagen nenorabilia
(April 24, 2001 interview).

Anot her participant said that while seeing a wheelchair
symbol is usually a turn-off for him the Vol kswagen ad is stil
appeal i ng, because it rejects the standard synbol for disability
and instead reconfigures it:

The synbol is nodified to be a nore active synbol, so
noticed the difference, and it's not your standard, straight
up- and- down wheel chair synbol that you see on the

handi capped parking placards. And the arns are up - it's in
notion, for being a still shot. | also like it because

Vol kswagen has been relatively aggressive, of late, in being
supportive of issues of disability...So, that's neaningfu

to me, both in terns of the ad being interesting and its
appearance, and ne bei ng appreciative of Vol kswagen (Dug,
June 7, 2001 interview).

Participants said they noticed any integration of disability
into an ad, even if the integration m ght be considered
incidental. Dug said he likes it better when disability is not
the focal point of an ad:

Now it will be nice when we reach a point in our society -
and you know that advertising is right on that front edge of
what descri bes our society - when they reach a point to



where ny expectation isn't that the use of the wheelchair
was an intentional thing...l |ike that now you see sone W4l -
Mart comercials...l know they intentionally put someone in
a wheelchair in the background, but the person was not the
mai n focal point. They were just part of the tapestry of
society (June 7, 2001 interview).

Advertisers and I ncl usiveness

Most of the athletes interviewed expressed the wi sh that
advertisers (and sport nmedia in general) would include disability
i mages. Advertising and nmedia content would be nore appealing to
people with disabilities, but it would also serve a greater
soci al function. Ed, who has used a wheelchair for eight years,
sai d:

It would be nice, you know, for the general public to see

them | think that sonetinmes when you start seeing things in
the mainstream - if they're ads or whatnot - it makes you
nore open....If you ran [an ad] with a guy playing

wheel chair basketbal|...people would get the idea. You know

- disabilities, wheelchair sports. You know they'd start to
connect. But right now, that's not the public inage of
people in wheelchairs (May 1, 2001 interview).

But Ed, like all other athletes interviewed, was acutely
sensitive to "market needs" and interests. Participants said they
were aware of the link between their inclusion in ads or sport
nmedi a content, and their "market value." They differed in their
bel i efs about their own market worth and the responsibility of
advertisers (and the nmedia) to be inclusive.

Sone intervi ewees expressed an acceptance of thensel ves as
not val uable to advertisers and nedi a producers. For instance,
Dug bl aned athletes with disabilities for their own invisibility
because they were not aggressive enough in attracting a market.
Ed said he did not believe nedia producers had an obligation
until there was a higher public demand for it. Matt, 29, who
described hinmself as a "strong" believer in "letting the nmarket
drive it," said:

If it's not going to sell, it's not going to be there, and
the people who are interested and how are involved in

di sabl ed sports is such a snmall percentage - there's just no
point init....l guess what I'mreally saying is "No,

don't think there's a place for it to nake noney." (Apri

24, 2001 interview).

Ot her participants seened to be nore optim stic about the
potential appeal of disability sports, and they questi oned why
advertisers did not see them as valuable. Jeff, as he flipped
t hrough Sports n Spokes, said, "You know, there's still a |ot of
[ di sabl ed] people that wear shoes. So why is there not any Ni ke
advertising in here?" (April 16, 2001 interview).

Andrew, 21, specul ated on the kinds of disability-sensitive
ads he thought woul d appeal to mass-market readers in a magazi ne
like SI:

You coul d have a Ni ke ad show ng sonebody in a wheel chair



just doing sonething - and you don't have to have any print
- just the Ni ke swoosh and a picture of somebody in a

wheel chair doi ng sonething, |ike shooting a basketball. That
says so nmuch right there! (April 17, 2001).

Di scussi on and Concl usi ons

General Concl usi ons

The findings of this study support many ideas put forth in
earlier literature. DePauw (1997) has argued that what is
considered "legitimte sport” should expand beyond the real m of
the abl e-bodi ed. The wheel chair athletes interviewed expressed a
strong desire to be recognized and valued for their sporting
acconpl i shments. They did not see their own bodies as weak and
frail, but instead saw thensel ves as able conpetitors. Schell and
Rodri guez (2001) have argued that athletes with disabilities use
sport to reject their roles as social outcasts. These athletes
al so used sport nedia as tools for socialization and acceptance
by peers. "I've got a reputation to uphold," said Jeff, about his
ability to talk sports with his friends and col | eagues at work
(April 16, 2001 interview).

Burnett and Paul (1996) wote that many people with
disabilities ignore advertising because it is not reflective of
their lives and interests. The athletes interviewed for this
study expressed the sane sentinment. However, as Burnett and Paul
(1996) predicted, the athletes were al so acutely receptive to
advertising or marketing that included disability. David collects
VW nmenor abilia, for instance, and Dug said he goes out of his way
to eat at Burger King instead of MDonal ds, because he believes
Burger King has been nore supportive of disabled athletes (June
7, 2001 interview).

Interview participants are also sensitive to any inclusion
of disability in an advertisenent. They see their inclusion in
advertising - in any form- as an inportant indicator of their
soci al status. Sonething as sinple as a wheelchair synmbol or a
wheel chair user in a photo background is sufficient. Goerne
(1992) writes that such inclusion sends a powerful nmessage: that
di sabl ed people are not segregated outsiders, but consuners and
partici pants.

The Sporting Body, Advertising and Capitalist hegenopny

Al t hough the athletes interviewed overtly discussed their
ideas in relation to sport nedia and advertising, their comments
about seeking abl e-bodi ed rol e nodels and their discussion of
their worth in a capitalist media system are perhaps nost useful
in light of discussions by Hahn (1987) and DePauw (1997). The
findings of this study are perhaps reflective of Smart's (2001)
assertion that people with disabilities internalize and use
cultural values as a cornerstone in their sense of self. The
ability to conpletely reject negative perceptions of the able-
bodi ed culture nay al nost be an "indestructible hegenony" (Hahn
1987, p. 566; |wakuma 1997).

DePauw (1997) has witten about capitalist boundaries on the
definition of sport in Anerican culture. Sport has been defined
as abl e-bodi ed and mal e. The wheel chair users in this study are a
par adox: they neet one requirenment (male), but not the other
(abl e-bodied). It mght be construed that by entering sport,



these athletes have rejected its hegenonic definition, daring to
enter even though they know they are not the ideal. During the
interviews, they often clainmed their status as "athl etes"” when

di scussing their desire to be included in sport coverage or sport
advertising.

However, nobst of the athletes interviewed said a prinmary
reason they seek out nminstream (abl e-bodi ed) sports nedia is for
the purpose of finding role nodels. One athlete watches Dennis
Rodman for reboundi ng, another seeks out M chael Jordan. Stil
others study articles and photos about abl e-bodi ed basket bal
games seeking clues to becom ng stronger athletes. None nentioned
di sabl ed sport role nodels, although potential role nodels
(al beit, far fewer) could be found between the covers of Sports n
Spokes or through other niche nedia ainmed at di sabled athletes.
Thus, it is difficult to assert that these athletes have
conpletely rejected the hegenonic definition for sport. They seem
to cling to the able-bodied ideal. They are less willing to
create and enbrace an alternative (and equally valid) sport
culture, as much as they sonmehow want to be accepted into the
hegenonic ideal. If they learn to play Iike an abl e-bodied
athlete, perhaps they will be accepted.

Anot her indicator that the capitalist hegenony surroundi ng
sport and disability has not been conpletely rejected by these
athletes may also be in their willingness to accept "narket
forces" as a valid reason for their exclusion fromnedia and from
advertising. Wiile these athletes initially expressed hope that
they might be included both as athletes and as consuners, they
seened to collectively recognize that "profits need to be nade,
and we're not profitable."”

Some of the participants, |ike Dug and Ed, believed disabl ed
athl etes (and people with disabilities in general) have no right
to demand inclusion. Instead, inclusion is either sonething that
can not be controlled ("the nmarket" nust decide), or it can be
controlled if people with disabilities would just work harder
"The A-B [abl e-bodied] community is guilty of not doing stuff.
We're just as guilty because we're not trying to do anything!"
(Jeff, April 16, 2001 interview).

Ot her participants were anxious to frame disability as a
di versity or ethical issue for nmedia producers and advertisers -
one that would bring rewards for inclusion. If nedia producers
and nmarketers would just "do the right thing," the profits would
cone. It is interesting to note that nost participants who
advocated a stronger stance for inclusion were the younger
participants, ranging in ages from 15 to 28. O der participants
in the study, such as Dug, 42, or Ed, 41, seened to have given up
on the idea that their interest in sport and their sporting
activities mght be of value in a market-driven system

Concl usi ons, Need for Further Research

Hahn (1987) and DePauw (1997) point out the ways a market-
driven system of nmedia and nmarketing serve capitalist hegenony to
the detrinment of people with disabilities. As DePauw argues and
this study illustrates, athletes with disabilities are excl uded
by the "abl e-bodied ideal"” inherent in a capitalist definition of
sport. Even people with disabilities who have ignored societa
assunptions about their abilities to participate in sport



internalize these attitudes. Instead of seeking role nodels in
their niche nedia, the athletes interviewed in this study put
effort into integrating thenselves (via their nedia use) as nuch
into mai nstream sport culture as possible. They have al so
rationali zed and accepted their exclusion fromsport nedia and
fromadvertising, although it is clear that at |east sone of the
participants inmagine it could be different if they worked hard
enough or if someone would "take a chance" on disabled athletes
by fram ng them the same way as abl e-bodi ed athl et es.

Thus, this study seens to indicate that the "al npst
i ndestructi bl e hegenony" surroundi ng what is acceptable in
relation to "acceptabl e and appropri ate personal appearance" in
sport and in advertising (Hahn 1987, p. 566) is surviving the
rise in disability sport participation in the United States. As
Il ong as people with disabilities strive for the "abl e-bodi ed
i deal " instead of enbracing their own body-ideal, they will not
chal l enge the socially constructed val ues that have | ocked them
out of what is acceptable to the "narcissistic standards of the
dom nant mgjority" (Hahn 1987, p. 566).

The findings of this research do offer sone glimer of hope.
For instance, the younger athletes in this study seemed nore
willing to demand recognition as athletes and consuners. Wile
one could argue that this might be nothing nore than youthfu
i deali smthat has not yet been tarnished by experience, there is
al so opportunity for enpowernent. Further research needs to be
conducted with this group, and with the thousands of adol escent
wheel chair athletes who play in | eagues all over the United
States. The key to Hahn's hope for rejection of the hegenonic
body ideal could lie partly with enpowernent of these younger
athl etes, who are exploring their places in the world of sport.

The findings of this limted study should al so spark
interest for marketers and advertisers. These disabled athletes
denonstrated an acute awareness and reception to inclusive
advertising images. The participants indicated a strong positive
response to ads that recogni zed people with disabilities, even if
that recognition was marginal. It seens that narketers could
integrate disability into mainstream advertising in a nunber of
creative ways, reaching consunmers who are aware and appreciative
of such i mages.

This study, because of its scope and met hods, can offer only
i deas for further exploration, not firmconclusions. It can,
however, provide a beginning for other researchers who are
interested in the energing disability sport population or in
advertising and the disabled. It is inperative that scholars
continue to explore ways in which people with disabilities may
find ways to break the hegenoni c bonds that keep them on the
out si de of nminstream cul ture.
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