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A year we will 
never forget

It goes without saying 2020 was a very different year for us all. We found 
ourselves living and working in the most extraordinary times.  

A global pandemic, of the likes, that none of us have ever seen before. Covid-19 
presented us all with a huge challenge and changed life as we know it.

None more so than for our athletes who are not only among some of the most 
vulnerable in society but who have been disproportionately negatively affected 
by this pandemic. With no Special Olympics training, competitions or activity, life 
was very different with reduced physical activity and increased isolation. Across 
the board, we had to adapt our offering with a number of online and virtual 
engagement and training opportunities to try and keep our athletes informed, 
active and connected.

As an organisation, we rely on the dedication and commitment of an army 
of amazing volunteers. 2020 saw our volunteers move from their roles in  
supporting athletes on the field of play, to being creative and innovative  
with the help of technology, in continuing to support our athletes through  
this pandemic. 

2020 did not put everything on hold and we were still able to host our National 
Alpine Ski Competition in Crans Montana in early February. This was my first 
National Winter Games experience and I have since made a commitment that 
the same focus will be placed on our winter sports as our summer sports.

Like many charities we have been hit particularly hard with so many fundraising 
events being cancelled resulting in the loss of millions in fundraising income and 
like many charities and organisations we have a long road ahead to recovery. 

Although it has been a really challenging year, we shouldn’t lose sight of the  
future and the momentum we are building around our movement across 
Great Britain. We have been using this year to strengthen strategically as an  
organisation and, although it may have seemed like a really challenging year, 
2020 really was the start of a very exciting chapter in our journey as we look  
ahead and prepare to further strengthen our movement.

I continue to be extremely proud to lead our wonderful organisation and I am 
so thankful to all of our volunteers for all they do. I have learnt so much over 
the year and as always, most of that has come from our incredible athletes who, 
no matter what life throws at them, continue to push through, smile and give 
everyone else around them an injection of energy.

We are a global movement of people striving for a new world of inclusion and 
community, where every single person is accepted and welcomed, regardless 
of ability or disability. We are helping to make the world a better, healthier and  
more joyful place — one athlete, one volunteer, one family member at a time. 
Thank you for the part you have played to date. And if you are new to this 
organisation, I look forward to introducing you to the inspirational and wonderful 
world of Special Olympics GB.

                                 Michelle Carney,  
CEO Special Olympics GB
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Michelle’s highlights 
from the past  
12 months
Strengthening our Board
2020 was a big year of change for our Board of Trustees with a number of 
new appointments and a new leadership structure all designed to strengthen 
our organisation. We welcomed our new Chair, Paul Richardson as well as new 
Trustees Andy Young, Vijita Patel, Emma Rose and Athlete Representative 
Kiera Byland – all of whom are experts in their respective fields. We have also 
set up a new Advisory Board which is made up of significant and influential 
business leaders, in addition to some of the Board members who rotated off 
the Board. Our Advisory Board really are helping us to unlock and explore new 
relationships and partnerships which are starting to drive growth, influence 
and income.

Winning game-changing partnerships
One of our biggest achievements of 2020 was winning a game-changing 
partnership with Two Circles to become the international sports marketing 
agency’s official charity partner for the next three years. Two Circles has also 
committed to raising over $1m over the course of the pro-bono partnership. 
Beating stiff competition to win this opportunity it really will make a significant 
difference to our organisation, and we are already starting to see the huge 
benefits of having their skills, energy and expertise on board. This has also 
enabled us to further develop our relationships with our partners in a truly 
meaningful way.

Building our new strategy
Working closely with Two Circles, 2020 was a year in which we looked to the 
future to develop our new four-year strategic plan (2021 – 2024) through 
consultation with our members, partners, stakeholders and other strategic 
influencers. This work has helped us to develop a strong model moving forward 
which will underpin and drive the next chapter of our movement.

Taken time to listen
We have taken the time to listen to feedback from our membership, partners 
and supporters through regional check in’s, our first membership survey and 
by having more in-depth conversations. All of the insights received through 
our survey have been incredibly important to us in helping shape our short-
term priorities and longer-term plans.

Advocating for change
We have had some potentially game changing conversations with the UK 
Government around the development of their Disability Strategy which 
included the voice of our athletes via our brilliant Athlete Leadership Team. 
In addition to our advocacy work with the new disability strategy, we have 
also been advocating for support of our National Summer Games (following 
Liverpool’s decision to withdraw from hosting the 2021 Games), the potential 
to link to the Commonwealth Games in Birmingham 2022, and talking with 
the UK Government about the social and economic impacts that hosting a 
World Summer Games in the future would bring to Great Britain. This will be 
transformative for our organisation and for the inclusion movement across 
GB and our ambition to reach more of the 1.5million people who live with an 
intellectual disability through sport.

Raising awareness
One of our key ambitions is to take Special Olympics GB from being the best 
kept secret in the country to a force to be reckoned with. We have started 
to see our organisation and incredible athletes and volunteers being given 
the platforms to share their voices and receive the external recognition they 
deserve. As two examples from this year, Greg Silvester was named as the 
Third Sector Unsung Hero and Katie Day was part of a panel at the DIAL Global 
Virtual Summit with some big names from the world of business talking about 
true disability inclusion.

Special Olympics Great Britain   |   Impact Report 2020   |   7Special Olympics Great Britain   |   Impact Report 2020   |   7



We are Special 
Olympics GB
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Our work 
Special Olympics International is the largest disability sports organisation in  
the world. As a global movement we reach 5.7 million athletes across  
200 countries.

Special Olympics GB is a non-profit organisation and the largest provider of 
year-round sports coaching and athletic competition in summer and winter 
sports for children and adults of ALL abilities with intellectual disabilities in 
Great Britain. With a competition pathway designed to nurture and progress 
athletes from local competitions through to accessing elite level competitions.

We use the power of sport to change attitudes and enable opportunities for 
people with intellectual disabilities to live active, healthy and fulfilling lives. We 
want to inspire real change by raising awareness of intellectual disability, end 
discrimination and build an inclusive world for all.



Our purpose
Positive social impact
Driving societal change to celebrate ALL abilities and build a more inclusive 
world for all. Supporting social, economic and environmental development 
within the community to create a better and more sustainable world.

Transforming lives through sport
Using the power of sport to change attitudes and enable opportunities for 
people with intellectual disabilities to live active, healthy and fulfilling lives.

End discrimination around intellectual disability
Inspire change by raising awareness of intellectual disability and ending 
discrimination. We have the ability to dramatically enhance the psychological, 
physical and well-being of people with an intellectual disability, so let’s use our 
voice to deliver lasting positive change.

Athletes at the heart
Our athletes are at the heart of our organisation. We are a platform to tell their 
inspiring stories, enable their ambitions and enhance their lives which enhances 
the psychological, physical and social-wellbeing of athletes and families living 
with intellectual disability.

Our vision
To have an inclusive world for all, driven by the power of sport, through which 
people with intellectual disabilities live active, healthy and fulfilling lives.

Health and Wellbeing
We are committed to improving  
the quality of our sports programme, 
strengthening our coaching to 
develop fit, skilled athletes  
prepared to compete and strive  
to improve their performance. 
 

Education and Training
Through sport, we challenge 
society and engage communities. 
By highlighting how the needs of 
people living with an intellectual 
disability are not being met, we 
expose inequity and exclusion.

Social Inclusion
We work across both specialist and 
mainstream schools with our Play 
Unified programme, creating flexible 
ways for young people of all age 
groups with and without intellectual 
disability to come together to access 
sport, challenge perceptions, and 
educate their wider communities  
to the benefits of inclusion.

Leadership
Athlete Leadership gives people  
living with an intellectual disability the 
chance to be the champions of their 
own worth, to showcase their ability 
and challenge stereotypes, and help 
to attract wider audiences to witness 
and experience the transformative 
power and joy of sport. 
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2,787 
Coaches

5,194
Volunteers

Number of accredited programmes: 105

Scotland – 
7 accredited programmes  

% Registered Athletes – 18%  
% Volunteers – 13%

Athletes Age 
 2 - 7 years – 70  

8 - 15 years – 1,508  
16 - 21 years – 2,001  

22+ – 7,782

Athletes Gender 
Female - 3,851  

Male - 7,510

Wales –  
5 accredited programmes 

 % Registered Athletes – 6%  
% Volunteers – 6%

England – 
93 accredited programmes 

 % Registered Athletes – 76%  
% Volunteers – 81%

Our reach

Total Engagement of people with an intellectual disability: 11,361



What is 
Intellectual
Disability?
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Intellectual disability 
is the UK’s biggest 
disability
Intellectual disability (ID) is a term used when a person has certain limitations 
in cognitive functioning and skills, including communication, social and  
self-care skills. 

Our programmes and competitions inspire change by raising awareness  
of intellectual disability and ending discrimination.

1.5 Million
children and adults 

live with an ID.

200 Babies
with an ID are  
born in the UK 

every week.

Predicted to 
grow by 2022 to

1.7 Million.

1 in 2 
families that have  
a child with an ID  

live in poverty.

94% of adults 
with an ID are 

not in paid 
employment.

People with Down 
Syndrome are 10X 
more likely to die 

from Covid-19.

8 out of 10
children with an 

ID are bullied and 
socially excluded.

81% of disabled 
people would like 
to be more active.

77% of young 
disabled adults 

(age 18-34)  
feel lonely.

People with ID are 
2.5X more likely to 

have health problems 
than any other people.

(Sources: Papworth Trust 2010, Annual Disability and Activity Survey 2019-20, Sense 2017, Mencap 2007 & 2019, Activity Alliance.) 
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Our challenge

44% 
of people with an 

intellectual disability took 
part in less than 30 minutes 

of exercise a week.

1 in 3 young people 
with a learning disability  
spend less than 1 hour 

outside their home on a 
typical Saturday.

1 in 4 
disabled people had taken 

part in an organised activity 
session in the last year.

Only 44% 
of disabled people feel  

they are given the 
opportunity to be as active 

as they would like to be.

(Sources: Papworth Trust 2010, Annual Disability and Activity Survey 2019-20, Sense 2017, Mencap 2007 & 2019, Activity Alliance.) 
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Sport and 
Competition
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National Alpine 
Ski Competition 
1st – 8th February 2020

The Special Olympics GB National Alpine Skiing event takes place every four 
years and is one of the highlights and biggest events in our calendar. While 
some of our skiers had trained in Crans Montana before, this was the first time 
our winter event had ever been held at the beautiful Swiss resort.

Ninety athletes from across ten clubs in England, Scotland and Wales  
competed over the course of three days in Slalom, Giant Slalom and Super 
Giant Slalom with spectacular opening and closing ceremonies. As an  
organisation we are increasing our commitment and focus on the  
development of winter sports in Great Britain and we are excited to be  
sending a delegation of 27 to represent Great Britain at the 2022  
Special Olympics World Winter Games in Kazan, Russia. This event will  
take place between 22nd and 28th January 2022 and will bring together  
2,000 athletes from 108 countries including our delegation from Special  
Olympics GB.
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Virtual activities
As face-to-face physical activity and training sessions were limited,  
we tried our best to offer a range of online and virtual opportunities to keep 
our athletes active, motivated and connected. 
 
Many of our clubs hosted zoom training sessions, check in’s and chats, as well 
as our Fitness Friday workouts, Wellness Wednesday Strong Minds and our 
hugely popular athlete fun nights. 

We were also absolutely delighted with the huge success of our virtual MATP 
training. These online interactive workshops were designed to help schools 
and community groups working with people with PMLD and complex needs to 
learn and embed MATP into their provision.
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“THANK YOU VERY MUCH,  
the MATP training was great,  

and I am well inspired! Cannot  
wait to re-start in September  

and use your resources :).”

- MATP CPD attendee,  
May 2020
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Developing our 
Athlete Leaders
Our flagship Athlete Leadership Programme unlocks the leadership ability 
of individuals with and without intellectual disabilities through training and 
development on and off the field of play aiding the personal and professional 
growth of athletes.

Our current Athlete Leadership Team (ALT) is formed of seven athletes 
representing the voices of 10,000+ athletes with an intellectual disability 
across Great Britain. Their role is to collectively promote Special Olympics GB 
in local communities, represent all athletes of Special Olympics GB, lead by 
example and champion inclusion and, most importantly, make sure the voice 
of our athletes is heard in all major decisions across the organisation from Local 
Clubs to National Office and the Board.

2020 was an incredible year for the development of our ALT with the 
opportunity of increased interaction through virtual opportunities. The Team 
voted to change their name from Athlete Input Council to Athlete Leadership 
Team to recognise their leadership development journey and to bring the team 
in line with our organisational leadership structure. The Team also agreed to 
extend their term another year to the end of 2022 to accommodate for the 
lost training and in-person opportunities from COVID-19.

Our ALT are an incredible group of athletes who have each achieved so 
much following their Athlete Leadership training. They continue to develop in
confidence, stretch themselves and their potential as they each now follow 
their own individual leadership path. We will continue to work with the ALT 
in creating a pathway and further opportunities for development of more 
athlete leaders across  Great Britain.
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Funding our work
Special Olympics GB relies solely on funding and support from individuals,  
corporates and charitable trusts and foundations. We are so thankful of 
this support, but further financial support is crucial to sustain our 
work and for us to reach more people living with intellectual disabilities. 
Faced with the additional financial challenges from the Covid-19 pandemic  
and the loss of millions of pounds in fundraising income from the cancellation 
of fundraising opportunities we made the most of some creative opportunities 
to raise much needed funds for the organisation.

2.6 Challenge
With amazing support from our athletes, volunteers, staff, corporate partners 
and supporters we were able to raise more than £30,000 from the nationwide 
2.6 Challenge. From inflatable dinosaur runs to kitchen discos, this social media 
driven campaign gave everyone the opportunity to not only support Special 
Olympics GB financially but also for everyone to have some fun!

One outstanding contribution came from Special Olympics GB Athlete and 
Leader, Niall Guite, who came up with the idea to draw 26 sports stadiums as 
a way to not only take part but to raise money. With a target of raising £260, it 
was not long before the idea took off and at last count Niall had drawn more 
than 100 stadiums and raised almost £6,000! Not only is Niall still going strong, 
but he has also featured in a whole host of TV, radio, online and print interviews 
and won himself some famous fans such as artist Greyson Perry and Kadeem 
Harris from his beloved Sheffield Wednesday FC. All of which has given Niall 
confidence, ambition and a real sense of pride. We are now working with Niall 
to expand this idea and create our own athlete-led Social Enterprise which will 
be the first across our global Special Olympics movement.

Bid2Give Online Auction
In December we held our very first Special Olympics GB  Bid2Give online 
auction which included once-in-a-lifetime, money can’t buy experiences, 
amazing luxury items and sporting memorabilia. Raising an incredible  
£27,628, this fundraising event supported by our Advisory Board and so many 
individuals, businesses and organisations ended a very challenging year with 
some much-needed funds.
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The difference 
we make
“Special Olympics has changed my life!”  (Mitch , Athletics Athlete)

“It has been a life changing experience being part of Special Olympics. I have 
created so many lifelong friends. It was a hard decision to retire as I have loved 
being part of the Special Olympics. I have so many very special memories!”  
(Ronnie, Retired Volunteer)

“Since joining Special Olympics my life is different because I have become 
more confidence in myself and I feel free to be myself.” (Shane, Artistic  
Gymnast Athlete)

“Since the World Games in Abu Dhabi, there’s been a huge change for Loz. 
Massive change. She’s like a different kid. She’s got more confidence now. Her 
social skills are improving massively. Instead of being the one who doesn’t say 
anything if there is a problem, Loz will now say something.” 
(Carol, Lauren’s Mum)

“Special Olympics has given me something positive to focus on. It has made 
me feel better about myself and I now have more confidence in my abilities.” 
(Julie, Basketball Athlete)

“Special Olympics has shown me what success and self belief feels like. I’ve 
realised that I am capable of more than I imagined, and I’ve changed so much 
as a result.” (Hetty, Athletics Athlete)

“To be told that she would never ride a bike at the age of 5 and then win a gold 
medal in a 10K TT in a World Games proves that you should always accept all 
the opportunities offered and you will succeed. Thank you Special Olympics 
for enabling this to happen.” (Sue , Nathalie’s Mum)

“Since joining Special Olympics my life is different because Special Olympics 
has increased my self-confidence and independence. I now realise that I can 
achieve more in life than I previously thought. I have been able to show my 
family what I am truly capable of achieving.” (Caitlin, Golf Athlete) 

“She does need lots of support to manage day to day activities that the rest 
of us take for granted, but with help and the confidence gained thorough 
Special Olympics GB, she is an asset to society and enriches people’s lives.”  
(Helena, Jenny’s Mum)
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Thank you to all  
of our partners
On behalf of all our athletes, families, volunteers and everyone at  
Special	Olympics	GB	–	Thank	you	to	all	our	partners	for	your	continued	
support in 2020.

Gareth Balch, Two Circles CEO
“Special	Olympics	were	selected	 in	a	company-wide	vote	and	we	were	
all hugely inspired by Special Olympics’ commitment to promoting 
inclusion,	equality	and	acceptance.	We’re	proud	to	be	giving	back	in	this	
way,	 especially	 during	 these	 uncertain	 times	 for	 societies	 across	 the	
world	and	can’t	wait	to	see	Special	Olympics	benefit	from	our	work.”

Edmond Scanlon, CEO of Kerry Group
“Special Olympics is an organisation that has successfully opened the hearts 
and	minds	of	the	world	to	people	with	intellectual	disabilities,	including	so	
many	of	us	at	Kerry,	through	our	interactions	and	experiences	with	athletes	
over	the	last	two	years.	I’m	incredibly	proud	of	our	partnership	to	date	and	
look	forward	to	building	on	the	momentum.”

Past International Director, Phil Nathan MBE 
from Lions Club International
“By	utilising	each	other’s	core	capabilities,	together	we	can	usher	in	an	
enhanced, higher quality program to bring positive change to the lives of 
persons	with	intellectual	disabilities,	their	families,	and	their	communities.”
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For more information and to get involved: 
Special Olympics GB, C/O Two Circles,  
145 City Road, 
Hoxton London EC1V 1AZ

Main Switchboard: +44 (0) 20 7247 8891  
Email: Info@sogb.org.uk
Website: www.specialolympicsgb.org.uk

       Special Olympics Great Britain      

       @SpecialOlympicsGB

       @SOGreatBritain      

       Special Olympics Great Britain
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