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Eligibility Guidelines for Athletes & Unified Partners for Overnight Events 
 
As a private, volunteer-driven non-profit corporation, SOPA strives to provide safe, inclusive, 
and empowering experiences for all participants. This includes individuals in PA with an 
intellectual disability (ID) who desire to be an athlete, and Unified partners—individuals without 
ID who train and compete with Special Olympics athletes. From time to time, participants desire 
to attend overnight events such as athlete leadership trainings or Summer Games.  However, 
not every overnight event may be appropriate for every individual athlete or Unified partner.  
To this end, when determining eligibility for overnight events, SOPA balances inclusion and the 
individual needs of participants with organizational sustainability.  SOPA also considers requests 
for accommodation and the extent to which an athlete could become eligible for an overnight 
event with a reasonable accommodation.  This approach is consistent with SOPA’s goals of 
ensuring equitable access and a positive environment for individual athletes and their 
teammates and other delegation members.  
 
The following are examples of the general factors SOPA considers when assessing whether an 
athlete or Unified partner is qualified for an overnight event. No single factor is determinative. 
Instead, because every athlete and event is unique, the ultimate decision on eligibility is based 
on a comprehensive assessment of many factors that are specific to the situation at-hand, 
including the needs of an individual athlete, the components of a particular event, and overall 
program capacity.   
 
Factors including, but not limited to, the following will be considered as part of SOPA’s 
assessment: 

• Qualification: If an overnight event requires qualifying for the event, qualifying is a 
precondition of eligibility.  

• Emotional Readiness: Athletes and Unified partners should be able to handle 
extended periods of time away from their families without significant stress or 
anxiety. SOPA may add minimum age criteria for participation in overnight events 
for both individual and team sports. 

• Adaptability: Individuals should be able to conform to group rules and schedules 
and adapt to changes with minimal difficulty. 

• Independence: The degree to which, based on the circumstances of each event 
(hotels, dorms, etc.), individuals can successfully toilet, shower, and meet daily 
hygiene needs within a reasonable timeframe and while sharing living space with 
others.  

• Physical Fitness: Athletes should be physically fit enough to safely participate in the 
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event, including long days of travel and activities. 
• Good Sportsmanship: Athletes should be able to successfully participate as a member 

of a delegation by demonstrating that they can be a good teammate and contribute to 
team spirit. Individuals must not detract from the positive competition experience or 
team camaraderie of other participants or place undue burden on other delegation 
members to help manage their participation.   

• Additional Considerations: Additional considerations may include medical or 
behavioral factors. Participants with medical conditions that could be exacerbated by 
overnight events should be carefully evaluated. SOPA will also consider whether 
participants with behavioral concerns can safely participate without compromising 
the safety or experience of themselves or others.   

 
Athletes with medical, behavioral or other needs (such as legal or government requirements) 
that may require additional accommodations to participate in an overnight event, such as 1:1 
volunteer support should be discussed well in advance with SOPA staff in order to allow 
adequate time for review to determine whether the accommodation request is reasonable and 
can be granted. Such requests can be submitted to the appropriate Regional Sport Director.  In 
reviewing requests, SOPA will assess the factors described above and, when applicable, in 
SOPA’s “Considerations for Requiring or Permitting a 1:1 Volunteer” guidelines, as well as any 
additional considerations that are specific to the individual athlete and the activity at-issue. 
SOPA will perform an individualized inquiry to determine whether the accommodation is 
reasonable under the circumstances and can be granted without fundamentally altering the 
nature of the event. An important distinction to note is that having 1:1 volunteer support 
approved or required in other circumstances does not alleviate the need to conduct an 
assessment of the individual’s suitability for an overnight event. It is possible that an individual 
with previously authorized 1:1 volunteer support could be deemed ineligible for an overnight 
event.   
 
Decisions about eligibility will be made on a case-by-case basis because individual 
circumstances vary, the particular demands of each sport are different, and there are unique 
aspects of different venues and events. Determinations may also be updated periodically if 
circumstances change. For example, an athlete who was previously ineligible for a particular 
event due to their fitness level could be deemed eligible for the same or similar event at a later 
time if their fitness improved. Similarly, an athlete who was eligible for participation in one 
overnight event might be deemed ineligible for participation in another based on the 
circumstances and environment of the second event (different sport, harsher climate, etc).   
 
After working with all appropriate staff, if an athlete or their circle of care is not satisfied with a 



DB1/ 162311784.2 
  

determination about overnight event eligibility, the matter may be appealed to the President of 
SOPA for a final decision. 
 
Questions 
Any questions about this document should be submitted to SOPA’s Chief Operating Officer.   


