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A B S T R A C T

The purpose of this research is to explore American 
professional wheelchair tennis players’ perspectives on 
how they are and want to be promoted. The context of 
wheelchair tennis was selected for two reasons. First, 
it is the most professionalized disability sport, with 
the potential for athletes to earn a viable living from 
prize money. Second, the athletes focus on their own 
brand while observing how the governing bodies and 
individual tournaments promote their sport. Two 
research questions were identified for this study: How 
do wheelchair tennis players believe they are promoted 
and perceived and what strategies do wheelchair tennis 
players believe should be utilized to promote their sport?  

The sample consisted of 10 professional wheelchair 
tennis players who competed for Team USA in the last 

six years. Semi-structured interviews were conducted 
using questions created by two authors who reviewed 
relevant research on marketing in disability sport. 
Probing questions were used to allow for more authentic 
expression and to explore themes not identified in the 
literature. Open and axial coding was used to identify 
themes from the literature and emerging themes from 
the participants’ lived experiences with a focus on 
dominant ideologies shaping the purpose, promotion 
and marginalization of their sport.  

Four themes emerged: (1) frustration but understanding 
with the use of inspirational tropes, (2) the gap between 
international and professionalism in disability sport 
promotions, (3) the benefits of event integration and 
need for furthering this trend, and (4) considerations 
for improvement of quality and frequency of media 
coverage.

B A C K G R O U N D  A N D  L I T E R A T U R E 
R E V I E W

Wheelchair tennis in the United States began in the late 1970s, 
evolving steadily from its humble roots to the recognized 
elite sport it is today. As professionalism and media exposure 
increased, sports promoters and practitioners developed 
expectations for strategic marketing around the sport and its 
athletes.  Though subjects of such promotional efforts, little 
is known about how professional wheelchair tennis players 
regard its effectiveness or impacts. In seeking to consider 
athletes’ perspectives on marketing trends and how they 
might be improved, two research questions were explored:  

RQ1: How do wheelchair tennis players believe they are 
promoted and perceived?

RQ2: What strategies do wheelchair tennis players believe 
should be utilized to promote their sport?  

Because no known research on marketing of wheelchair 
tennis exists, this literature will explore what we understand 
about marketing other disability sports; Noticeably, the 
extent literature softens the line between public relations 
and marketing. Thus, while public relations is not typically 
referred to in the marketing mix, it will be included here. 
Broadly speaking, current disability sport marketing 
research can be classified into three categories: Research 
on spectators, research on sport promotion by media and 
practitioners, and perspectives of the athletes.

Disability Sport Spectatorship

The limited quantitative research on disability sport 
spectatorship suggests that fans do not differ exceptionally 
from non-disability sport fans. Demographically, disability 
sport spectators tend to have significantly more female 
representation and about half the spectators have some 
relationship to disability.2,4,8,22 Regarding their motivations 
to consume sport, spectators of disability sport have mostly 
similar motivations to non-disability sport fans such as 
drama, escape, physical skill, and aesthetics. However, they 
also demonstrate distinct motives including “inspiration” 
and the “supercrip narrative” found only in the context of 
disability sport.3,4,16,21  

Besides sport, inspiration and the supercrip narrative are 
common themes in contexts where disability is explored.  
The former refers to the idea that persons with disability 
overcome their circumstances and are thus framed through 
the lens of empowerment and inspiration. The latter, the 
supercrip narrative, refers specifically to the emphasis 
placed on a person who gains attention simply for doing 
mundane day-to-day tasks, yet due to their impairment, are 
considered disproportionately successful.  These stereotypical 
representations, while seemingly well-intentioned, are 
actually quite detrimental to people with disabilities’ 
quality of life as they support a viewpoint that considers 
individuals with disabilities as people of lesser expectations.  
Consequently, the actions of the individuals with disabilities 
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are praised not for their self-benefit but rather, to make non-
disabled people feel better about themselves.12, 13, 15  

Borne of these common conceptions surrounding 
disability sport is the dichotomy between appreciating an 
athlete simply for their athleticism or athletic skills versus 
appreciating an athlete for their inspirational story. Still, 
the qualitative data tells a complex and compelling story 
in regard to spectatorship. Chatfield and Cottingham3 
found that first time spectators of wheelchair table tennis 
were drawn to and valued the inspirational narrative of 
the athlete, while they tended to undervalue or rationalize 
their athleticism or athletic skills.  However, fans of power 
wheelchair soccer showed significant variation in their view 
of the sport, from reflecting on athleticism and skill, to still 
investing in the supercrip narrative.6 

Media and Practitioners’ Promotion of 
Disability Sport

Regardless of spectator perspectives of the athlete in 
disability sport, to become fans of disability sport, first-
time spectators were likely to have early exposure to a 
promotional invite or media ad that appealed to them 
and attracted them to attend an event. Of all the research 
in disability sport promotion and marketing, analysis on 
media portrayals is the most substantial and consistent in its 
findings. Goggin and Newell10 frame the research as a whole 
when they say “…media representations fit well within 
the established power relations which oppress people with 
disability in society. While there have been some changes 
and improvements… disabling media representations still 
very much persist (p. 71, 2000).” Pappous et al.,18 supports 
this sentiment, describing the presentation of disability sport 
as a focus on emotion rather than motion- another clear 
allusion to the supercrip narrative.

While the extent and quality of coverage range greatly from 
country to country,1 the media covers disability sport in 
an ad hoc nature most of the time and disability sport is 
broadcasted regionally rather than nationally, except during 
the Paralympic Games. Flindall,9 on a constructive note, 
contends that quality coverage has clearly improved, at least 
for the Paralympics. Due to aggressive athlete advocacy, 
meaningful coverage is more available for fans. Ideally, that 
coverage would progressively lessen media exploits of the 
supercrip narrative. Given that practitioners understand 
how spectators internalize the sport and effectively respond 
to the supercrip image, however, they find themselves riding 
a tight line between providing the supercrip narrative they 
know sells and advocating for meaningful framing of the 
sports that athletes deserve.5,6

Perspectives of Athletes

While disability sport marketing research has clear interest 
in understanding the views of spectators and media, very 
little research exists on how the athletes with disabilities 
themselves view sport promotion. Two studies6,11 address 
the topics tangentially, all indicating that participants felt 
that an inspirational story-based narrative was paternalistic 
and ineffective. All of these studies focused on different 
research questions rooted in the inspirational narrative. A 
fourth qualitative study set in Brazil addressed how disability 
sports were perceived publicly, denoting a clear mix of both 
paternalistic and athletic-focused concepts.14 The study did 
not, however, address how athletes wanted to be promoted.  
While the research shows how athletes with disabilities 
currently view their publicity, to date, no research examines 
how athletes with disabilities wish to be promoted or work to 
promote themselves. 

Tennis as a Unique Context

Tennis provides an important and valuable context to explore 
athletes’ perspectives on promotion for several reasons. 
First of all, the International Tennis Federation (ITF) has 
created a structure that provides the greatest pathway to 
profitability for elite athletes with disabilities when compared 
to other sports. Many athletes are supported through their 
governing bodies, and this provides a level of financial 
stability. Moreover, wheelchair tennis is unique in that there 
is an opportunity for meaningful income from prize money 
and sponsorships, independent of national governing body 
(NGB) support. 

Second, unlike many other sports, promotional efforts are 
managed at three different levels:

1 The governing bodies (international and national), 
which promote the events and attract sponsors;

2 The tournaments, which attract fans, sponsors and 
may sell media rights; and

3 The athletes themselves, who manage their own 
brands.
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Finally, the sport provides points of promotion at 
integrated events, such as the grand slams and ITF 
wheelchair only events.  In short, professional wheelchair 
tennis players have perspectives on the sports promotion 
at the macro and micro levels. This study aims to explore 
how American professional wheelchair tennis players 
believe they are promoted, how they believe they should be 
marketed, and how they manage their brand. 

M E T H O D S

To explore elite wheelchair tennis athletes’ views on their 
current and desired promotional strategies, an emergent 
design was employed. Emergent design allows for an organic 
investigation structure that provides researchers the flexibility 
to mold data collection according to preliminary data 
gathered in the process. The flexibility of emergent design is 
useful when exploring topics that are novel or have limited 
empirical research to guide the data collection process. In 
the case of this study, the researchers prepared a specific set 
of written questions, yet asked related follow-up questions 
based on participants’ responses.  In this way, some interview 
questions diverged more than others.

Participants

Members of Team USA wheelchair tennis served as the 
target population to assess current and desired marketing 
of athletes. Team membership was defined as players who 
were on a World Cup Team or a Paralympic team. Using a 
purposive sampling method, sixteen athletes were identified; 
however, four did not respond and contact information was 
not available for two. Thus, ten total participants took part 
in the study. Three of the players were from the quadriplegic 
division, three from the men’s division, and four from the 
women’s division; all competed internationally with Team 
USA in the last six years. Due to the small sample size 
and potentially sensitive information, all identifiers from 
participants were removed (including gender) in order to 
protect their identities.

Data Collection

Semi- structured interviews were conducted using questions 
created by two authors who reviewed relevant research on 
marketing in disability sport. Probing questions were also 
used to allow for more authentic expression and explore 
themes not identified in the literature.7 

After IRB approval was received from the PI’s institution, 
participants were identified using public records of national 
team membership and contacted through social media and 
email. Participant consent forms were sent and returned via 
email. Then, interviews were conducted over the phone and, 
with the participants’ permission, audio recorded. Interviews 
lasted from 25 to 68 minutes. Example interview questions 
included: “How do you feel the media promotes your sport?” 
“How conscious are you about your own personal brand?” 
“How do you feel the governing bodies and tournament hosts 
promote wheelchair tennis?”, and “What recommendations 
do you have to improve wheelchair tennis promotion?”

Data collection occurred over a one-month period at 
the convenience of the participants.  Member checking 
was conducted by allowing participants to review their 
transcribed interviews and make modifications for 
clarity and accuracy. Furthermore, trustworthiness was 
developed with the primary interviewer by way of in group 
identification. 20 Multiple participants commented “You 
understand, you use a wheelchair” and related responses. A 
shared cultural identity, that of disability 19 provided a frame 
of reference.

Data Analysis

Ten recorded interviews were transcribed by an automated 
transcription software program and scrubbed for 
inaccuracies by a student researcher and co-investigator. 
Open and axial coding was used to identify themes from 
the literature and emerging themes from the participants’ 
lived experiences. In working with this population, it is 
critical to recognize the power dynamics shaping these 
athletes’ lived experience, specifically how wheelchair 
tennis athletes negotiate their identities juxtaposed with the 
dominant ideologies shaping the purpose, promotion and 
marginalization of their sport. 15 

Analysis was conducted by two separate investigators in 
order to increase validity. This analysis was conformed to 
Merriam’s 17 basic qualitative research. These results were 
then provided to the PI who consolidated the information. 
Upon review, the analysts approved the results and 
discussion.  

R E S U L T S  A N D  D I S C U S S I O N

Interview responses uncovered curious personal and 
collective truths in regard to the research questions, the 
first of which sought to discover how wheelchair tennis 
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players believe they are promoted and perceived. Two 
major themes emerged.  The first overarching consensus 
revealed the athletes are most commonly promoted and 
perceived as subjects of inspirational stories. The second 
shared motif suggests that their sport promotion is more 
successful in quality and frequency of coverage in other 
countries, whereas the United States falls short of that 
example, providing relatively mediocre or less professional 
promotion.

Inspirational Tropes

When describing how they are promoted, participants used 
words such as “feel good story”, “sob story”, “charity”, “great 
feat”, “miracle”, and “patronizing”, referencing their collective 
sentiment as objects of inspiration.  Grasping for the words 
to describe this phenomenon, participant 5 shares: “I think 
the general population…has that like, feel good feeling…

kind of like, ‘Oh, isn’t that inspirational?’ …If you’re playing 
at a public park, someone’s like, “Wow, that’s really cool. I 
didn’t know you could do that.” 

It is not surprising, then, that the promotion of disability 
sport athletes in the U.S., - wheelchair tennis included, relies 
heavily on the inspirational trope. In other words, the athlete 
is presented in terms of a story about overcoming disability, 
rather than focusing on the athletic skills and training that 
led them to become an elite athlete in their sport. The latter, 
of course, is what would be expected in promotions of able-
bodied athletes.

This type of promotion is frustrating for athletes, as it 
emphasizes their disability and perpetuates a common 
ideology that less should be expected of individuals with 
disability, such that they become inspirational simply 
because they are capable of competing in sport.  Participant 
1 explains the pitfalls of inspirational promotion and how it 
supports a limiting perception of the athletes:

But then we get the inspirational [comments] because of the disability. 
And that it drives me nuts and it’s because of getting past my disability. 
I’m choosing to do what I want to do with my life. Everybody has 
different circumstances, has different obstacles. We have to overcome, 
mine are just a little more obvious than most because it’s visual. If it 
wasn’t visible, you wouldn’t be saying that...So that kind of inspiration 
is annoying. 

“

Athletes generally believed that media is the driving force 
behind this type of outmoded promotion; the media is aware 
that it draws more attention and increases viewership, which 
in turn drives economic gains. As Participant 4 observes:

People bringing disabled individuals to prom 
and things like that makes national news… I 
feel like they just want all the credit for that…
posting all these stories, then I look at the 
comments section and that everybody’s wow, 
this brings tears to my eyes.

Now if the media’s intention is to boost publicity at all 
costs, there is arguably considerable value in utilizing 
the inspirational trope. Despite frustrations, most of the 
participants agreed that inspiration sells. It comes, however, 
at a steep cost. While the inspiring story may capture hearts 
and minds in the moment, it tends to frame wheelchair 
tennis in an ableist way instead of a progressive one, and 
ultimately allows the viewer to objectify rather than respect 
the athlete. Participant 10 summarizes:
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When you talk about media coverage, this is one of the first things that 
they go to.  It’s an easy sell.  It’s a narrative that able-bodied people - 
who will always make up the vast majority of viewership, readership 
etc. - can participate in, have an emotional reaction to.  But it actually 
leaves the disabled individual as a prop in a play…You’re the thing that 
is designed to elicit an emotional reaction.  

“

Although athletes understood why the media portrayed 
them using the inspiration narrative, few athletes 
desired its continued use as the foundational baseline for 
promotion. While four participants favored keeping the 
inspirational narrative, they also emphasized that follow 
up stories about their athleticism should be highlighted. 
For those who admit inspiration is effective in marketing 
but refused to be objectified in future promotion, they 
proposed simply removing the inspiration component 
in favor of framing them as elite athletes, like their 
counterparts. 

 In stark contrast, previous research by Hardin and 
Hardin 11 and Cottingham 6 found that athletes of 
wheelchair basketball and wheelchair rugby fully loathed 
the inspirational trope, regardless of any reason. One 
possible explanation is that athletes in an individual 
sport (wheelchair tennis) may be responsible for their 
sponsorship and resource acquisition compared to team 
sports. Thus, aware that the inspirational trope drives 
more media viewers and potential sponsorships, there 
may be a greater willingness to compromise in order to 
gain more viewers, which in turn leads to the acquisition 
of immediate resources needed to support training and 
competition.   

Professionalism Gap between Domestic & 
International Promotion

According to our participants, countries such as Japan, 
Australia or Western European countries market their 
athletes on a more professional level, with higher quality 
promotion and greater representation of their sport and 

team. Comparatively, the United States falls short of this 
standard, as Participant 1 explains:

They [internationally] have full sponsorships 
along with the able-bodied counterparts. So 
they are seen in the media coverage as equal to 
the able-bodied. Their tournaments there [are] 
also at least live streamed if not put on public 
TV for it to be seen. So it’s more normalized as 
opposed to in the States where it’s- how much 
coverage do we have? Even of the games up 
until this point for Paralympics is slim to none 
and even then, it’s after the fact...Exposure, 
media coverage, it is not there in the States. 

Athletes tended to describe the gap through their travel 
experience. They explained that when they traveled 
internationally, other athletes, fans, and community 
members recognized them because they had been promoted 
adequately on advertisements, commercials, and billboards. 
U.S. athletes traveling through those countries were able to 
feel more connected with other professionals because of the 
support systems in place for those athletes, including a much 
greater provision of financial resources compared to the U.S. 

Whilst exposures from countries who have hosted mega 
disability sport events (e.g., Paralympic Games) promoted 
athletes in terms of equality, visibility, social & economic 
support, disability sport promotion in the U.S. is still 
in short. The inadequate promotion can be generally 
characterized by the inspirational trope, lack of adequate 
coverage, and lack of normalization of disability or disability 
sport. Naturally, the question arises as to why other 
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countries appear to have superior promotion, support, and 
resources for athletes with disabilities. While no existing 
research directly addresses this question, our participants 
helped uncover several reasons. 

First, the U.S. has no governmental ministry of sports. 
The ministry of sports is a governmental entity found in a 
majority of countries. These ministries play an important 
role in regulating sports including promoting disability 
sport. Clearly, several countries with established ministries 
have placed great value on disability sport, and this is 
evident in the quality promotion and coverage that allows 
for greater recognition, increased spectatorship, and support 
for disability sports and their athletes. 

Second, the U.S. government does not fund its Olympic 
nor Paralympic Committees. This may be, in part, due to 
cultural reservations about mingling sports with politics.  
Further, the robust capitalist mindset deeply entrenched 
in the U.S. value system allows for private entities to drive 
the market, with limited governmental regulation or 
interference. In terms of disability sport, promoters in the 
U.S. are faced with the challenge of justifying their worth 
and vying for coverage and resources in the midst of free 
market competition.  This puts disability sport up against, 
instead of alongside,  mainstream able-bodied sport media. 

Third, the U.S. does not have a strong public media. Whereas 
countries like England tout world-renowned, trusted 
stations such as the British Broadcasting Corporation 
(BBC), the U.S. does not have well-known public media 
except for the National Public Radio (NPR) and Public 
Broadcasting Service (PBS), neither of which have a sizeable 
sports promotion division and are overshadowed by a 
variety of alternative popular media. Yet public media plays 
an important role in that their mission is rooted in public 
service, with the goal of not only informing citizens, but 
educating and enlightening them as well. Most disability 
sport programming is found on public media. Thus, it comes 
as no surprise that countries with strong public media 
surpass the U.S in disability sports promotion.

When considered together, governmental advocacy and 
public media effectively publicize disability sport, and 
athletes receive financial renumeration from governmental 
lines through ministries of sport. Without a sport ministry, 
government funding, or public media, disability sport in the 
U.S. lacks the professional promotion athletes experienced 
internationally.

In the context of wheelchair tennis specifically, the 
supporting domestic organizations are the United States 
Olympic and Paralympic Committees (USOPC) and the 
United States Tennis Association (USTA). Both are non-

profit entities that do not receive governmental funding. 
Consequently, they focus on promoting sports in such 
a way that they are most likely to generate sufficient 
and immediate returns on investment. This is based 
on what mainstream media already supports. Within a 
predominantly able-bodied male sports context, disability 
sport received limited resources and occasional promotions. 
Summarizing the situation from the athlete point of view, 
participant 3 states that U.S. tournaments “generally don’t 
have a budget to do anything other than social media.”

In sum, in terms of promotion and perceptions, participant 
responses yielded two recognizable themes. First, athletes 
are promoted as an inspirational story and consequently, 
perceived in terms of their disability. While this type 
of promotion is primarily exploited by media to sell an 
emotion and strengthen their bottom line, it also no doubt 
contributes to the second theme: athletes believe that other 
countries do a better job of promoting them than the United 
States. How then can promotion be improved? This leads to 
the next research question: What strategies do wheelchair 
tennis players believe should be utilized to promote their 
sport?  Reported strategies included improve frequency 
and quality of media coverage, activism, self-marketing & 
promotional training, and integration.

Improve Frequency and Quality of Media 
Coverage 

While it is important to recognize that participants noted 
improvement in disability sports promotion in the U.S. 
over the years, specifically with progress in the area of 
social equity for athletes of disability sport, participant 9 
noted “it’s not enough, and if you go look at those events or 
any social media event, you’ll have one to every 80 social 
media post or PR push is able bodied to one Para, one 
wheelchair sport.”

There is evidently a lack of disability sport representation 
compared with able-bodied sports promotion, and as 
previously noted, the lack of frequent and quality media 
coverage becomes all the more apparent when compared 
with certain countries. Considering the international 
arena, this may be due to the fact that other nations are not 
pressured to turn a profit on promotions in the same way 
as domestic governing bodies.  As participant 4 observes:

No, I think we don’t cover it enough, so what 
they do show is like really brief, and doesn’t go 
into depth … it’s just very broad and sometimes 
it just feels just really like they … showed a clip 
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Despite these realizations, most participants offered limited 
recommendations on how to improve media coverage, the 

sole suggestion being to target larger events (such as the 
Paralympic games) and systematically work down from 
there. Participants did, however, express the importance 
of social media and the need for normalization. 
Simply covering wheelchair tennis more aggressively 
and frequently may in fact develop normalization. As 
Participant 4 noted: 

just to get like diversity and inclusion factor.  
But they don’t really care. They don’t want to 
look further into the sport.  

To get the feel of the sport, so just seeing the support, you know, and a 
general competition and just normalizing, just getting it out there and 
having people see it on daily basis. Like I think that would be the best thing.“

Normalization also occurs through educating the media on 
portraying athletes appropriately, not limiting through the 
lens of the supercrip or inspirational narrative.  Achieving 
normalization through better frequency and quality coverage, 
however, would likely take coordinated efforts with consistent 
messaging from governing body administrators, athletes, fans, 
and sponsors. Participant 8 iterates:

I think it’s kind of a combination of a lot of 
things that need to come together. So more 
sponsorships backing us, more commercials 
of us on TV then the narrative changes when 
you’re on the news as opposed to, you know, 
telling people’s backstories.

Unfortunately, as far as we know, no such collaborative 
committee exists that works to unify stakeholders and 
their messaging based on research. Second, managing 
a cohesive strategy would likely be far more difficult in 
wheelchair tennis than in team sports due to having so 
many independent voices without team structures to 
funnel content through. It might make sense to establish 
a committee made up of these various stakeholders to 
develop strategies and/or a media guide. 

Beyond striving for normalization through consistent 
coverage and messaging, a more self-sufficient way of 
gaining recognition is through social media. Athletes 
highlighted a growing social media presence in the evolution 
of disability sport marketing,  and recognized the platform 

for allowing athletes to easily engage fans and sponsors, as 
well as promote events. Participant 5 remarked:

Just certain YouTube videos and things like 
that have been circulated around the internet 
on social media about, you know, getting 
Novak Djokovic or Roger Federer getting them 
in an actual sports wheelchair for tennis and 
having them see what it feels like to hit a ball. 
Like that kind of went viral and I think that was 
important to represent what wheelchair tennis 
is- how hard it is first of all, and then it can be 
exciting to watch. 

Activism, self-marketing & promotional training

From external media attention to personalized social media, 
participants shared that activism is one of the most personal 
and meaningful strategies they can employ to improve how 
disability sport athletes are promoted and perceived.  Nine 
of the 10 athletes self-described as activists.  Participant 3 
shows passion in using their role as an athlete to actively 
advocate for the sport, despite pushback or lack of support: 

They’re like, “You should do those things when 
you retire. But not now, you should just be 
focusing on playing.” I don’t agree. I have the 
greatest voice as an active player; when I retire 
it’s easy to push me to the side. 
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Athletes focused their activism on promoting the sport to 
recruit potential players or supporters, as well as educating 
the public on the nature of disability sport and its athletes. 
Participant 4 remarks on the need for education: “People just 
don’t know what I do. I tell them I play wheelchair tennis, and 
they go, ‘Is it on a shorter court? Do you play with the regular 
size racket?’” As the general public tends to assume excessive 
accommodations for disability sport, one important aspect of 
activism is to change expectations of people with disabilities, 
to rewrite the narrative such that they are no longer portrayed 
as objects of inspiration; rather, as the skilled athletes they are, 
on par with their able-bodied counterparts.  

Current athletes are increasingly expected not only to self-
advocate, but to self-market as well. The idea of athletes with 
disabilities engaging in activism is not new; however, the 
transition from advocacy to promoting and marketing for a 
brand is new. As athletes become more involved in actively 
focusing on their brand, most participants admitted they 
were not adept at managing their brand, nor at promoting 
themselves.  An elevated expectation to self-promote did 
not necessarily come with training to effectively do so. They 
lacked the knowledge and marketing expertise, insecure about 
their ranking and social media following, and were often 
discouraged by initial rejections when seeking sponsorships. 

The majority of participants did speak of having sponsors that 
supported them; however, they predominantly provided in-
kind commitments (e.g., rackets & wheelchairs) as opposed 
to cash flow. Ultimately, athletes struggle with acquiring 
sponsors and marketing themselves to the extent needed to 
thrive and comfortably sustain themselves as elite athletes. 

Consequently, promotional training becomes a clear strategy 
necessary to improve athlete’s ability to advertise. Of our 
10 participants, nine stated they wanted more support in 
managing their brand and guidance on how to self-promote. 
Testimony from Participant 1 demonstrates the lack of and 
clear need for such training:

When you’re first starting, you know about 
rackets and chairs, but other than that, you’re 
kind of guessing. We’ve got some people on 
tour. They’re sponsored by makeup companies, 
but who would have thought to go there? So 
just knowing first where to go. But also how to 
initiate that interaction, because if you make that 
initial email or a phone call or whatever it is first, 
and you have no idea what you’re doing, they’ll 
shut you down two seconds flat. Never give 
you a second glance. Plus it’s going to kill your 
confidence because they won’t even respond. So 
why would you try doing it again? 

Specific requests for promotional training included a 
sponsorship packet, brand training, how to engage with the 
media, and how to attract more followers on social media. 
There was consensus that this training could come from 
the USOPC, the USTA, and/or the ITF. 

Benefits of Integration

In addition to activism and promotional training, athletes 
identified the strategy of integration as a means to better 
promote themselves. We identified two primary forms of 
integration. The first was integration of wheelchair tennis 
into existing governing body structures, and the second was 
integration of the disability sport within traditionally able-
bodied only events.

Integration within Governing Bodies  

It should be noted that while the governing bodies, USTA 
and ITF, have incorporated wheelchair tennis for over 20 
years, the structure of integration has evolved over time. 
Until recently, much of the digital structure (i.e. websites) 
and staffing had still been segregated, distinctly setting apart 
wheelchair divisions from more traditional sectors. Although 
there is still dedicated staff for wheelchair tennis, the disability 
sport has become almost fully integrated in the USTA, and 
substantively within the promotional structures of the ITF. 
Among the study participants, there was near universal 
support for integration within the USTA as the National 
Governing Body (NGB). As participant 1 demonstrated: 

The United States Tennis Association has really 
elevated our sport. We have staff that’s located in 
the headquarters in Orlando. There’s a wheelchair 
tennis presence there. They’re doing a great job 
of social media, the integration of wheelchair 
tennis with able-bodied tennis, you know, it’s 
great, just great stuff. You know, that the press 
release that came out from the USDA for the 
Tokyo games- Just had all the athletes, the chair 
users and the able-bodied athletes in there. 

Support notwithstanding, at the time of writing this 
publication, the full effects of integration were still novel, 
uncertain, and not without criticism. For instance, several 
athletes felt that integration made it more difficult to find 
the desired wheelchair-specific content. With ITF social 
media promoting wheelchair tennis on traditionally able-
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Event integration

In the context of event incorporation, there was universal 
support for integration in the most renowned tennis events, 
such as Wimbledon (the oldest tennis tournament in the 
world), and the Grand Slam tournaments, the world’s 4 most 
eminent yearly tennis events.

Almost every player referenced the Grand Slams; however, 
wheelchair draws are relatively small, allowing four to eight 
players. Qualification for the Grand Slams is determined 
by international rankings and a single wild card that can 
be offered for each division. Few current American players 
qualify outright as they are outranked by international 
competitors. Hence, three primary suggestions were made 
to improve event integration among U.S. athletes: 1) to push 
for integration into more professional events (i.e. WTA and 
ATP events) using the same approach that has been effective 
within the Grand Slam structure; 2) to hold wildcards for 
American players whenever possible; 3) to showcase more 
of American athletes by giving them more publicities on and 
off court. As Participant 9 suggests: 

I think those two federations are a little bit 
behind Australian tennis and LTA, as far as 
publicity and notoriety when it comes to their 
athletes’ name in the Grand Slam. And I just don’t 
understand why that would be but I feel like it 
should be the publicity and the PR should be 
pushed as much as possible for the local players.

In short, there is a considerable investment in cobranding at 
events by the NGBs and the players, both for the promotional 
benefits, but also likely because of the additional resources 
these events provide. That being said, the number of 
targeted events is still limited and draw sizes are constrained. 
Consequently, only a small portion of even elite players fully 
experience cobranding with elite able-bodied tennis. Thus, to 
fully utilize the benefits of integration requires a further push 
for domestic wheelchair athletes on and off court. 
Participants demonstrated a thoughtful understanding 
of the social and cultural barriers that impact wheelchair 
tennis marketing and promotion. One of the greatest 
challenges identified, rectifying quality and frequency of 
media promotional coverage, will require fully integrated 
efforts from all stakeholders if the U.S. is to close the gap in 
professionalism of wheelchair tennis sport marketing. The 
balance between inspiration and athleticism narratives should 
educate the general public with the full story. Governing 
bodies should further promote integration as athletes need 
to be seen as equal in every aspect, while making it easy to 
access wheelchair specific sport content on a shared platform. 
Adequate investment in marketing could start with helping 
athletes build their personal brand, as they are mostly brand 
conscious in the social media era. Resources in providing 
training and credibility for athletes could make a difference in 
sponsorship acquisition.

We believe that this manuscript represents the only cohesive 
review of how wheelchair tennis players believe they are 
promoted and how they prefer to be marketed. Our findings 
demonstrate wheelchair tennis players’ awareness of the 
challenges and opportunities of promoting their sport. While 
our study presents the perspectives of over 60% of elite 
American wheelchair tennis players in the United States, the 
total number of participants was small. In addition, as prior 
mentioned, the country has unique considerations compared 
to other nations. Future research should consider exploring 
more athletes and from other countries. Further, other publics 
involved in the promotional process- such as agents, event 
administrators and members of governing bodies should be 
interviewed with the same research questions to explore their 
views on effective sport promotions.

bodied platforms, it became cumbersome to find wheelchair 
specific results and webcasts. There was interest from several 
players in maintaining wheelchair specific feeds to access 
this information. According to multiple participants, a fully 
inclusive model for media promotions may not actually be 
ideal for individuals who are interested in wheelchair tennis 
specifically. 
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