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Special Olympics and Healthy Athletes 
From a backyard summer camp for people with intellectual disabilities to a global 

movement, Special Olympics has been changing lives and attitudes for 45 years. 

The mission of Special Olympics is to provide year-round sports training and athletic 

competition in a variety of Olympic-type sports for children and adults with intellectual 

disabilities, giving them continuing opportunities to develop physical fitness, 

demonstrate courage, experience joy and participate in a sharing of gifts, skills and 

friendship with their families, other Special Olympics athletes and the community.  

Special Olympics strives to create a better world by fostering the acceptance and 

inclusion of all people.  

Through the power of sports, people with intellectual disabilities discover new strengths 

and abilities, skills and success. Special Olympic athletes find joy, confidence and 

fulfillment -- on the playing field and in life. They also inspire people in their communities 

and elsewhere to open their hearts to a wider world of human talents and potential. 

There are about 200 million people with intellectual disabilities around the world. Special 

Olympics’ goal is to reach out to every one of them – and their families as well. Special 

Olympics does this through a wide range of trainings, competitions, health screenings 

and fund-raising events. Special Olympics also creates opportunities for families, 

community members, local leaders, businesses, law enforcement, celebrities, dignitaries 

and others to band together to change attitudes and support athletes. 

The Special Olympics 2013 Reach Report Summary outlines the scope and global impact 

of Special Olympics from sports to family leadership activities to health programs. The 

scope is broad and impact significant.  Over 4.4 million athletes at 81,000 competitions in 

170 countries are just a few of the achievements in 2013. 

What is Healthy Athletes? 
Healthy Athletes is a Special Olympics program that provides free health screenings in a 

fun, welcoming environment that removes the anxiety and trepidation people with 

intellectual disabilities often experience when faced with a visit to a doctor or dentist. 

The impact of Healthy Athlete on the health and well-being of Special Olympics athletes 

around the world is great, in some cases saving lives by discovering unknown health 

issues or providing health care that otherwise would not be available. Healthy athletes 

not only serve the athletes but also trains health care professionals who then go back to 

their practices with increased knowledge of and compassion for people with intellectual 

http://www.specialolympics.org/Sections/What_We_Do/What_We_Do.aspx
http://www.specialolympics.org/Sections/What_We_Do/What_We_Do.aspx
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disabilities.  The one page flyer Special Olympics Healthy Athletes includes program 

highlights and accomplishments.  

Healthy Athletes’ influence is evident with more than 120,000 healthcare professionals 

trained, free health screenings provided to nearly 1.4 million athletes, and 90,000 free 

pairs of eyeglasses given to athletes. Healthy Athletes continues to grow each year with 

help from a global network of volunteers, in-kind donations and other financial 

support. An overview of the vision, problem, proposed solutions, and partnerships is 

depicted in the Sustaining Athlete Health Infographic. 

There are seven disciplines in Healthy Athletes. Information and resources are available 

for each on the Special Olympics website. 

1. Fit Feet   Fit Feet offers podiatric screenings to evaluate ankles, feet, lower 
extremity biomechanics, and proper shoe and sock gear to participating athletes. 

2. FUNFitness   FUNfitness is the physical therapy component of Healthy Athletes. 
Designed to assess and improve an athlete’s flexibility, functional strength, 
aerobic capacity and balance, these screenings also educate participants, families 
and coaches. 

3. Health Promotion  Health Promotion uses interactive educational tools and 
displays, motivational literature and demonstrations to heighten the awareness 
of athletes, reinforcing the need to improve and maintain an enhanced level of 
wellness and self-care. Screenings include BMI – Height and Weight, BP – Blood 
Pressure, BMD - Bone Mineral Density and an athlete interview to assess health 
related behaviors. 

4. Healthy Hearing  Special Olympics Healthy Hearing program is a free hearing 
screening designed to ensure proper audiology care for participating Special 
Olympics athletes. 

5. MedFest    MedFest offers the physical exam that all athletes need prior to 
participating in Special Olympics sports programming. 

6. Opening Eyes  The Special Olympics-Lions Clubs International Opening Eyes 
program is a vision and eye health screening in partnership with the Lions Clubs 
International Foundation. Led by volunteer vision care professionals, Opening 
Eyes is able to offer prescription eyewear, sunglasses, and sports goggles to 
Special Olympics athletes. 

7. Special Smiles  Special Smiles provides comprehensive oral health care 
information, including offering free dental screenings and instructions on correct 
brushing and flossing techniques to participating Special Olympics athletes. This 
also includes issuing preventative supplies like toothpaste and toothbrushes and 
fluoride varnish.  

  

http://resources.specialolympics.org/Topics/Healthy_Athletes/Disciplines/Fit_Feet.aspx
http://resources.specialolympics.org/Topics/Healthy_Athletes/Disciplines/FUNFitness.aspx
http://resources.specialolympics.org/Topics/Healthy_Athletes/Disciplines/Health_Promotion.aspx
http://resources.specialolympics.org/Topics/Healthy_Athletes/Disciplines/Healthy_Hearing.aspx
http://resources.specialolympics.org/Topics/Healthy_Athletes/Disciplines/MedFest.aspx
http://resources.specialolympics.org/Topics/Healthy_Athletes/Disciplines/Opening_Eyes.aspx
http://resources.specialolympics.org/Topics/Healthy_Athletes/Disciplines/Special_Smiles.aspx
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What is Special Olympics Health Promotion? 
The mission of Special Olympics Health Promotion is to improve the quality of life and 
long term health of Special Olympics athletes through healthy behaviors, screening and 
medical referrals when appropriate.  Health Promotion is one of seven disciplines within 
the Special Olympics Healthy Athletes Program. In Health Promotion, health 
professionals provide health screenings, interactive educational tools, motivational 
health information, and referrals to health care providers. 
 
Objectives of Health Promotion are to:  

1. Encourage and enhance healthy behaviors; 
2. Reduce risky behaviors; 
3. Improve self-efficacy and self-advocacy; 
4. Deliver screening services, and  
5. Increase the investment of health promotion leaders for people with intellectual 

disabilities. 
 
In order to evaluate the health of athletes and the health of our program, and to provide 
necessary resources to clinical directors across the world, Healthy Athletes Health 
Promotion focuses on the following core health areas: 
 

 Height/Weight –Body Mass Index Exam 
 Blood Pressure Exam 
 Bone Density Exam 
 Healthy Habits Interview 
 Foods that Make Me Healthy 
 Sun Safety 
 Hydration 
 Hand Washing 
 Physical Activity 
 Tobacco Avoidance 
 Referral and check out 

 
Health Promotion is one of the few Healthy Athletes programs that encourage its clinical 
directors to be responsive to his/her community and to develop his/her own program 
beyond the core Health Promotion areas. If the local program provides the core health 
areas, the flexibility was designed to encourage Health Promotion activities which will 
effectively meet the health needs of all athletes, worldwide.  
 
Additional health topics programs have included are: cardiovascular health, night safety, 
sleep deprivation, food demonstrations, milk mustache photo booth, ask the doctor 
(nurse or nutritionist), and community gardening. 
 

About this Manual 
This manual will provide you a background about the Special Olympics Healthy Athletes 
(and Health Promotion) Program and share important resources and tools to help you 
hold a successful Healthy Athletes Health Promotion event in your community.  The 
following pages provide some high level information and data about the Healthy 
Athletes program broadly.  The remaining chapters of the manuals provide details and 
steps specific to Health Promotion, and your role as a Clinical Director.  



  

6 Special Olympics, 2014 Reach Report 
 

Reach Report is Available at: http://resources.specialolympics.org/Common/Reach_Report.aspx  
 
 
 

http://resources.specialolympics.org/Common/Reach_Report.aspx
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http://www.specialolympics.org/Common/Reach_Report.aspx


Factsheet Available at: 
http://resources.specialolympics.org/Topics/Healthy_Athletes/Disciplines/Health_Promotion.a
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http://resources.specialolympics.org/Topics/Healthy_Athletes/Disciplines/Health_Promotion.aspx
http://resources.specialolympics.org/Topics/Healthy_Athletes/Disciplines/Health_Promotion.aspx
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