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Abstract

It is estimated that 15-20% of gamers have disabilities (Hamilton, 2016). While we lack
estimates on how many people with disabilities watch or play esports, observations and
anecdotal evidence show that they are present in esport spaces as participants and spectators.
This chapter discusses what disabilities are, how they affect participation in esports, forms of
Paraesports, ethical and social discussions around inclusion of people with disabilities in esports,
and some of the key accommodations that can facilitate playing and spectating esports. Key
highlights include: 1) Gamers with visual, auditory, motor, mobility, and cognitive disabilities,
as well as neurodiverse gamers, are part of esports spaces, 2) Paraesports, like the Paralympics,
have become a topic of debate between questions of objectification and exploitation vs.
inclusion, awareness building and social value, 3) Various game adjustments, accommodations,
and assistive technology can help to facilitate and improve participation in esports for people
with disabilities, 4) Modifications to rules, social spaces, social interaction dynamics, and our
mindset are essential along with accommodations, 5) Paraesports can be a vehicle to challenge
social dogma and perceptions of disability.

Keywords: disabilities, participation barriers, assistive technology, accessibility, adaptive
esports
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Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss spectating and participating in esports with disabilities.
Recent statistics estimate that there are over 3 billion gamers worldwide, approximately half the
world’s population (Statista, 2022; WHO, 2022). Up to twenty percent of those gamers are
estimated to have disabilities that partially or completely restrict their gaming (Hamilton, 2016).
In the USA, Microsoft estimated that at least 400 million people game with a disability
(Mortaloni, 2022). However, the exact number of gamers with disabilities remains unknown and
is most likely significantly higher than these estimates. This is because these estimates are based
on self-reports and, often, gamers with disabilities do not disclose their disabilities for fears of
harassment, bullying, and such toxicity. Hence, we are limited in estimating how many play or
spectate esports with disabilities. However, given this prevalence of gaming with disabilities, we
can confidently expect gamers with disabilities to be a part of esports.

Participation in esports is important for gamers with disabilities as it is important to any gamer
interested in esports (Tabacof et al., 2021). It is important for socialization with like-minded
people, hobby enjoyment, skill development, and community creation. Furthermore, gaming or
simply watching others game, can be more accessible to people with disabilities than many other
hobbies, sports, or activities that require movement or more effort. Hence gaming and esports
can be especially essential to social inclusion of people with disabilities. In practice, however,
esports events can be physically, cognitively, or emotionally inaccessible to gamers with
disabilities for various reasons. As brief examples, competing in esports can be inaccessible to
gamers with motor disabilities if they cannot use custom controllers or enter the competition
venue if it is not wheelchair accessible. Similarly, spectating can be difficult for people with
visual or hearing disabilities if they cannot follow all audio or video during the match. The
overabundance of information during esports matches, in turn, can become overwhelming to
neurodiverse people.

To be inclusive, online and offline esports events need to be consciously designed to be
accessible. This includes the conscious examination and (potential) modification of venue,
streaming platform, tournament game, and competition rules, as well as allowing players to use
assistive technology while competing, such as custom-made controllers. Such accommodations
— arrangements that facilitate access — can be controversial, not only in the esports context but
generally in gaming, as some gamers consider them cheating or performance enhancers, without
necessarily understanding their purpose. Without these accommodations, the participation of
gamers with disabilities in esports can be practically impossible. This tension has led to the
relatively recent emergence and popularity of Paraesports, i.e., esports competitions consciously
designed to be inclusive for everyone, especially people with disabilities. Paraesports and
inclusion within general esports are not only possible but also level the playing field so that more
people can experience equal access to opportunity and the ability to compete with others. In the
coming sections, we discuss how this goal can come to reality.

What is Disability?

Disability can be defined differently through medical, social, and political/relational models of
disability (Kafer, 2013). The medical model views disability as a fault to be corrected in a person
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through interventions, while the social model attributes the experience of disability to societies
that make individuals feel disabled (Haegele and Hodge, 2016; Shakespeare, 2005). The medical
model has brought about significant medical advances— for example, wheelchairs and
eyeglasses— but it absolves society of the role it plays in constructing and enacting disability. The
social model advanced practices of universal design and accessibility that frame disability as a
social responsibility. Within the social model, if society is fully wheelchair accessible, for
example, a person using a wheelchair will not experience their use of a wheelchair as a disability.
The social model has gained in popularity in recent years as society becomes more aware of its
role in constructing disability. The political/relational model of disability (Kafer, 2013) can be
considered an extension of the social model, emphasizing that disability is also politically created
by what is deemed a disability and that disability differs from one person to another depending
on intersectionality with age, gender, sexuality, location, nationality, etc.

Disabilities, following the medical model, can be categorized into sensory (e.g., auditory, and
visual), physical (e.g., mobility and motor), and cognitive (e.g., learning, dyslexia, and
emotional) disabilities (WHO, 2022). Disability can also be temporary, permanent, or situational,
and the level of disability varies from one person to another. For example, a visually impaired
person can have low vision, be legally blind, or have color blindness or night blindness. The
severity and form of disability differs even within these categories. People with low vision, for
example, can have tunnel vision or far-sightedness, which affect them differently. The social
model emphasizes that not everyone with a disability has a disability label/diagnosis. Many can
go without being diagnosed, and differences in diagnostics and lack of medical training and
social understanding can render the experience of disability quite different. The
political/relational model extends the social model by emphasizing the role (medical) language
and social power play in the experience of disability. For example, the term “neurodiversity” in
and off itself emerged to reframe many medical “conditions” such as Autism Spectrum Disorder
(ASD), or Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder ADHD more neutrally through less
politically charged language and emphasize that these “conditions” are a part of human neuro
diversity.

Overall, belonging to a disability group (or not) does not accurately inform us on the disability
experience of a person (Shakespeare, 2005). Disability, in practice, is defined/and experienced
on an individual level and should not be assumed. While we can recommend generic
accommodations (Table 1), it is imperative to work with people needing accessibility support
one on one, so as to make the invisible visible and pinpoint the exact accommodations that
would be appropriate, if any.

Disability in Gaming and Esports

Games are highly visual, require fine motor abilities, and often employ auditory cues to
communicate important information. Participation in esports can be expensive, especially to
players and when it would require mobility. While competing, players are put under a spotlight,
which, in and of itself, creates pressures that can affect performance for any player, especially
players with cognitive disabilities or neurodiversity. Venues can also have significant audio and
visual stimulants, loud audiences, and literal spotlights that can cause sensory overloads for
players and spectators. Venues can be in inaccessible locations, require stairs to get to them, use



CH. 7.8 ESPORTS FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES

a small screen to stream the game, or solely rely on audio to communicate information and
commentary. Streaming websites can be inaccessible to screen readers or custom controllers and
suffer with the same information overabundance challenge. Each of these challenges, and more,
is an access barrier to a different disability group and would need to be remedied.

How we define disability affects how we facilitate esports accessibility. The spirit of the social
model would most resonate with including people with disabilities in mainstream esports
(opposite to dedicated disability esports as discussed next) to avoid erecting barriers between
them and mainstream society. This can be facilitated through game accessibility, assistive
technology, venue accessibility, and online streaming accessibility (Tabacof et al., 2021).
Accessibility (universal design) is an approach that aims at providing equal participation
opportunities to all, especially to marginalized groups (Brooks, 2017). Internationally, several
governmental, commercial, and non-governmental organizations have worked to improve game
accessibility such as AbleGamers, CanlIPlayThat?, and teams at Xbox and Sony. Some of the
common accessibility features include enlarged fonts, increased contrast, button remapping, and
visualization of audio. Next to these in-game features, Assistive Technology (AT), i.e., services,
tools, applications, and devices that help individuals compensate for disabilities, can further
enable the participation of esports players with disabilities by supporting their functional
abilities. AT can include, for example, alternative communication devices, computer access
software, or hearing aids and much more. Gaming-specific ATs include the Xbox Adaptive
Controller, QuadStick mouth-operated controller, and Tobii Eye Tracker (Baltzar et al., 2023a).
Such devices can range in importance from making gaming more comfortable (e.g., lighter
controllers that strain the hand less), to being imperative for gaming (e.g., mouth-controllers for
people with motor disabilities). Hence, AT and game accessibility can be essential for players
with disabilities, but it can attract unwanted negative attention, stigmatization, and create
compatible challenges (e.g., Baltzar et al., 2023b). Some popular prejudices and misconceptions
amongst some gamer groups have also contributed to framing these access tools as performance
enhancers and means of cheating, complicating their use in mainstream tournaments.

We have seen strides in the development of game accessibility and AT, but it remains a
significant technological and political challenge especially with multiplayer games, the crux of
esports. Accessibility in multiplayer games can be seen to affect gameplay and team dynamics as
discussed. The political/relational model of disability would be useful here to examine, and work
to change, our underlying and perhaps unconscious assumptions around disability and abilities in
general (e.g., Ellis and Kao, 2019). Is participating in esports really open to everyone with a
desire to participate, or just to people who come from a certain background e.g., rich, able, male,
young etc.? Who decided the set of abilities an esports player must have and why? Is what we
expect of esports players, in general, ableist? Are we reinforcing unrealistic expectations of skill
on society and hence perpetuating misconceptions about abilities? Technologically, multiplayer
games drastically lack game accessibility compared to single-player games (Baltzar et al.,
2023b). The performance of teammates impacts one another, which affects team dynamics but
also affects who is most likely to be selected to join an esports teams. Finally, when teammates
use significantly different communication means, communication can become fragmented and
inaccessible between one another. Hence, another approach to esports access, perhaps in the
spirit of the medical model, can be through “special” Paraesports dedicated to people with
disabilities as discussed in the coming sections.
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Paraesports

The Paralympics started as a relatively niche Olympics-like event for veterans and athletes with
disabilities. It features intentionally designed games that people with disabilities can participate
in, and it has grown to garner international attention, positively and negatively. While framed as
vehicle for social good, the Paralympics has a problematic history of exploitation and
objectification (see Brittain, 2016; Pullen & Silk, 2020). It perpetuates the idea that disability
needs to be conquered or triumphed upon to be celebrated. Paraesports (or para-esports) have a
similar design intention, mixed reception, and a double-edged potential for good and harm.
Paraesports are esports designed especially for players with disabilities. Games played in a
Paraesports league are especially suited to the abilities of the players (Hassan et al. 2022), who
are allowed the use of Assistive Technology or accessibility features as needed. Although it
would be ideal for full inclusivity that esports players with and without disabilities are mixed in
the same leagues, tournaments’ regulatory concerns often prohibit accommodations (e.g.,
adapted controllers, rule changes, etc.) (Green, 2022), which can render such participation, at
least currently, impossible.

To our knowledge, the first esports tournaments for gamers with disabilities were held in 2019 in
Japan and Finland. In Japan, the gamers played League of Legends, and in Finland games played
with eXerium Game XR chairs (Special Esports, 2019; Kyodo News, 2019). In 2020, Logitech
held an invitation-only esports tournament for gamers with disabilities, playing Rocket League.
In the next year, the event was open for the general public to attend in collaboration with
AbleGamers (Hara, 2021). Since then, many organizations and teams have worked to foster
Paraesports and participation in them, such as PARA Esports and their Counter-Strike team
PARA.Ghost.

Paraesports can provide people with disabilities suitable channels to participate in esports and
gaming culture and showcase to the mainstream community that gaming is about having fun
together rather than just being about winning a competition (see research byte). People with
disabilities have been seen to organically meet and watch each other play and under this light,
Paraesports can be seen as a mere structuring and organization of these meetups (Dinansyah et
al., 2022). Nonetheless, Paraesports could come to be counterproductive if not designed well. For
example, the Paralympics has exceptionalized disabled bodies by displaying only select,
normatively gendered disabled athletes at the expense of excluding other, more significantly-
disabled bodies (Brittain, 2016; Pullen & Silk, 2020). Still, as Paraesports are novel, we are
uncertain of how players and spectators (with and without disabilities alike) would react to it and
how comfortable players with disabilities would be with adapted tournaments. Outside of
esports, gamers with disabilities have reported that playing, for example, an AR game such as
Pokémon Go, in the open can direct unwanted attention, reactions, and stares toward them (Salen
Tekinbag, 2017). Perhaps the same can be expected in Paraesports events. Hence, it is debatable
whether Paraesports should be closed to protect the players or open to potentially facilitate a
societal change in the perceptions of disability.

Integration and Accommodations within Mainstream Esports Events
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Participation in mainstream esports is possible for people with disabilities, and it is integral to
inclusion in mainstream gaming culture, but it requires conscious planning, modifications, and
accommodations. It is worth noting that, generally, people tend to pay closer attention to visible
disabilities because they are naturally observable. When disabilities are not observed, people
tend to assume disability is not present in the figurative room. However, disability can often be
invisible, undisclosed, and most likely present in most if not all rooms. Our goal in this section is
to highlight some common disability accommodations (Tables 1 and 2), but it is important to
note that disabilities significantly differ as previously discussed. Hence, tables 1 and 2 are not
exhaustive and can be useful to people in different disability groups simultaneously as well as for
the comfort of the whole audience. Organizers are encouraged to work one to one, with an open
mind, with attendees and players with disabilities, to discern what accommodations would be the
most useful for them, even outside of those in tables 1 and 2.

Table 1. General accommodations for players and spectators with disabilities

Accommodations

Examples

Tournament and rules
modification

- Leagues based on game and disability fit for users of certain
devices or accessibility features

- Relaxed time limits

- Calculating average scores of several play rounds

Allowing assistive
technology, support
services, and adapted
devices

- Magnifying glasses

- Hearing aids

- Adaptive controllers

- Free attendance of personal assistants of attendees with
disabilities.

- Facilitating the entry of guide dogs and service animals

Multimodality in
communication

- Use of text posts, tweets, and videos simultaneously
- Ensuring images on social media have alt-text

- Use of simple language in communication

- Multilingual communication

- Sign language interpretation

Disclosing the state of

- Choosing accessible platforms for online streaming

codes of conduct

digital and physical - Publishing accessibility statements
accessibility of the - Clearly describing event location, transport accessibility,
tournament building accessibility, and wheelchair accessible doors

- Providing a contact person for accessibility matters

- Content warnings for violence or mature content

- Trigger warning such as around mental illness matters
Adopting and enforcing - Anti-harassment guidelines

- Anti-harassment workforces that intervene when needed
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Table 2. Disability-specific accommodations for players and spectators with disabilities

Accommodation | For players with disabilities For players and
category spectators with
In-game features Assistive technology | disabilities
Visual - Auditory cues - Controllers with - Large screens to follow
accommodations | - Increased size of vibration the games
(for visual visual interface - Haptic feedback - Audio commentary
disabilities) elements, fonts etc. - Screen readers - Priority seating
- Clear contrast - Adjustable lighting | - Visual aids such as
magnifying glasses
- Identifiability of
organizers e.g., by a bright
shirt or hat.
Auditory - Visualization of - Controllers with - Hearing aids
accommodations | auditory cues Vibration - Captioning of
(for auditory - Subtitles/captions | - Haptic feedback commentary (with speaker,
disabilities) (with speaker and - Alternative color, emotions)
emotion indicators) | communication - Sign language
- Alternative devices interpretation
communication - Clear audio speakers
channels with team
members
Motor & - Button remapping | - Custom, adaptive - Wheelchair accessible
mobility - Support for custom | controllers venues
accommodations | controllers - Allowing players to | - Wheelchair seating areas
(for motor - Adjustable compete with their
disabilities) sensitivity, own devices

vibrations, and
general controls

Cognitive and
affective
accommodations
(for
neurodivergence
or cognitive
disabilities)

- Game speed,
difficulty, and
gameplay
modifications

- Tutorials and hints
- Cues and guides

- Alternative
communication
channels with team
members

- Noise canceling
headphones

- Adjustable lighting
- Alternative
communication
devices

- Fidget toys

- De-stimulation / sensory
rooms

- Clear signs and location
directions
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We also propose the following guidelines/thought process for tournament organization.
Organizers are encouraged to:

e Start by acknowledging that people with various disabilities will be participating in the
tournament in different capacities. What would their participation look like? What
accessibility barriers are they likely to experience? Crafting personas and storyboards
could aid with this, as would involving players and spectators with disabilities in the
organization of tournaments from the start.

e Avoid making assumptions (especially around the absence of people with disabilities
from the tournament) based on the visibility/invisibility of disability or based on
assumptions of what disability physically looks (presents) like.

e Balance available resources and budget. Many accommodations are easy and
inexpensive. Investments in accessibility also tends to improve the tournament
experience for everyone.

e Explicitly ask players, under confidentiality and privacy agreements, if they want to
disclose any disabilities or would need any accommodations, especially outside of
gameplay.

e Consider organizing tournaments through accessible games rather than ones that require
modifications or assistive technology to play.

e Explicitly seek feedback on the accessibility and exclusivity of the tournament during and
after it is concluded. Share lessons learned with the larger esports community.

Research Byte
Observing a paraesports event

This research byte presents researcher notes, observations, and a brief interview with a gamer
with a disability who participated in a Special Esports Competition in Finland in November
2022. Players with different cognitive disabilities competed in said one-day tournament. They
played a movement-based game facilitated by eXerium Game XR chairs. This example
emphasizes personal differences in play and communication styles. It also underlines that
participation in esports is not solely about competing and winning but also about the experience,
fun, and community:

The chairs had two controller handles that the player would hold on, while controlling the game
by tilting the chair. An individual screen showed them their game and the audience observed
them as they played. Some players made minor and precise body movements to play, while
others were close to falling off from their chair and often suddenly leaped from side to side. It is
vastly different from observing esports players without disabilities being seated in front of their
monitors and making calculated movements within an expected range.

The actual gameplay and skill-levels varied quite drastically. Some players hit most of the
required targets in the game, while others struggled to hit even one. One team member told us
that their group had practiced the games a lot, so perhaps that was a differentiating factor.
Nevertheless, regardless of skill level, all players seemed focused on the game and quite satisfied
with the experience. Some players, however, were more social than others. There were cheers,
shouts, mild curses, smiles, frustrated faces, grunts, and phrases such as “this is exciting” and
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“this is fun.” They also bantered, encouraged each other, and discussed their scores. The
interaction was friendly rather than competitive and when the audience cheered and applauded,
the players wouldn't react much but remained concentrated on the games. Of course, some fully
embraced the attention of the audience, letting go of the game.

Players seemed to enjoy playing and were highly enthusiastic. After the tournament ended,
everyone was awarded medals and photographed as the audience gave a standing ovation. Many
asked for the photos and took some on their phones. For most, it seemed that the objective was
not solely to win but to play as well as they could and to be proud of themselves. They were
there to have fun more than anything.

“Winning here is not the most important thing but trying your best is. Yeah, it's quite nice to
have the audience there. The audience made the gameplay feel real. Like I was actually sliding,
or downhill skiing and the audience was on the other side of a hill watching us go. But otherwise,
competitions like this are quite rare, and we should arrange them more often so that people with
disabilities would get more of this. I recommend it to everyone. Yeah, I recommend that
everyone should by all means come to test this competition, it will be good for them, but it
requires persistence. I see the tournament very positively. Winning isn't the most important thing
but participation may be the most important thing, not the victory. This way, everyone just tries
their best.” - An excerpt from an interview with a player who participated in the competition.

Conclusion

People with disabilities have been a marked minority group throughout history. Their
empowerment and integration are considerably better nowadays, but alas, our societies still
handle disabilities cautiously and in harmful ways. For instance, society encourages disabled
people to hide or disguise/mask their disabilities to avoid stigmatization. Hence, people with
disabilities wield prostheses, mainstream appearances, and overcompensate to normalize
themselves and reduce the differences (Mitchell & Snyder, 2001). As Jenny Morris writes “It is
not only physical limitations that restrict us to our homes, it is the knowledge that each entry into
the public world will be dominated by stares, by condescension, by pity, and by hostility”
(Morris, 1991: 25). Paraesports can hold a mirror up to society and reflect how we currently see,
expect to see, and deal with disability and the accommodations it necessitates.

However, visibility and authentic representation — as can take place during Paraesports events —
can often be means to resist and even change the dominating narratives, bolster confidence, and
offer hope for a better, more inclusive future. As Rosemarie Garland-Thomson wrote
“representation structures rather than reflects reality” (Garland-Thomson, 2005, p. 523). When
consciously designed, Paraesports could restructure the reality of disability in games and esports
and work as a catalyst for change. Paraesports could become a space where the disability of
gamers is made visible, celebrated, and normalized.

However, this noble mission is not without danger. The Paralympics, arguably, have had the
same goal but have remarkably failed in reaching it (see Brittain, 2016; Pullen & Silk, 2020).
Caution is, hence, sounded along with the reminder that rarely is there a perfect endeavor
without fault and the need for continuous improvement and reflection. Beyond its societal
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function, Paraesports can level the playing field between gamers. People with disabilities often
express that with the right gaming equipment and accommodations, they can forget about life
challenges, even triumph over them, showcase their skills, and live in an alternate reality where
they are equal to or better to perform than their peers without disabilities. This personal impact is
important to consider, perhaps even more than the social impact.

Finally, it is important to explicitly acknowledge that inclusion, accessibility, and equity are
ideals that we strive for. Not all games can be accessible, not all events can be inclusive. But
many, perhaps most, can be accessible and inclusive with conscious work. While absolute
inclusion may not be possible with the technologies and resources of this age, it may be possible
long term. Accessibility and inclusion are noble causes that we are collectively better off when
we strive for them.
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Additional Resources

e Able Gamers - American nonprofit organization dedicated to improving accessibility in
video games, https://ablegamers.org

e PARA Esports - A nonprofit esports organization for disabled gamers
https://paraesports.com

e Can I Play That? - American video game journalism website focused on accessibility
reviews https://caniplaythat.com

e Microsoft Gaming Accessibility Fundamentals - A free online course to teach the basics
of game accessibility https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/training/paths/gaming-
accessibility-fundamentals/

Discussion Questions

e Who do you envision when I ask you to imagine an esports player? What assumptions are
you making about their age, race, abilities, gender, etc.?

e Why do people with disabilities want to be/are a part of esports?

e You have been tasked with organizing a Paraesports event at your organization, how
would you approach that?

e How can Paraesports impact society’s attitudes towards disability?

e What are the benefits and limitations of segregating disabled esports from non-disabled
esports?

Definitions of Key Terms

e Disability: Conditions that pose limitations on the wellbeing, abilities, and daily activities
of a person.

e Game Accessibility: An approach that centers around making games playable for all,
especially people with disabilities.

e Paraesports (para-esports): esports designed for people with disabilities as players.

e Assistive technology: services, tools, applications, and devices that help individuals
compensate for disabilities and enable participation.

e Accommodations: arrangements that facilitate access for people with disabilities



