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[Purpose]

Many Japanese live with physical, intellectual, and mental disabilities. As policies promoting an inclusive
society continue to advance, popular expectations around the role of sports have been increasing. Unified
Sports, a unique initiative of the Special Olympics, brings together individuals with intellectual disabilities
(athletes) and individuals without disabilities (partners) as teammates to participate in sports activities.
Studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of Unified Sports at improving athletes’ communication skills,
confidence, and mental health, by promoting greater understanding among partners toward people with
disabilities. However, the effects of participation in Unified Sports on partners’ mental health remain unclear.
Therefore, this study aimed to investigate changes in partners’ attitudes toward disability and their own
mental health before and after participation in Unified Sports.

[Methods]

This study targeted 51 male and female university students without disabilities (Age:19.9 + 1.4 years) who
partnered in a Unified Sports program between November 2024 and September 2025. Attitudes Toward
Disabled Persons (ATDP-0O) and the Mental Health Continuum-Short Form for Japanese (MHC-SF-J) were
assessed, and participants’ scores both before and after participation in Unified Sports were compared.
Participants were also divided into groups based on their previous contact experience with individuals with
intellectual disabilities, and both inter-group differences in baseline scores and pre- and post-participation
changes were compared.

[Results]

No significant changes were observed in either attitudes toward individuals with intellectual disabilities or in
mental health status before and after participation in Unified Sports (ATDP-O, p = 0.640; MHC-SF-J, p =
0.480). No interaction effect was found for attitudes toward disability by prior contact experience (p = 0.421),
although scores tended to increase among those without prior contact experience. No interaction effect was
found for mental health (p = 0.086); however, participants with prior contact experience had significantly
higher scores (p = 0.035), which were trending upward.

[Conclusion]

Participation in Unified Sports did not lead to clear changes in attitudes toward disability or mental health;
however, results hinted at a positive change.[]
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