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Description of the HOSPITALITY Project 

 

The project aims to offer people with intellectual disabilities an opportunity to participate in physical 

activities focused on soft gymnastics and relaxation, supported by moments of guided meditation. During 

the courses, the partners will study the benefits of these activities, publish the results and create a good 

practice manual. In line with the European Council conclusions of 18 November 2010 on the role of sport as 

a source of and a driver for active social inclusion, the project has as a main objective to: 

“encourage and promote participation in sport of people who come from disadvantaged backgrounds, at 

the same time as ensuring their inclusion into society through sport by introducing them to new social 

networks and equipping them with new skills”. 

Need analysis of the target groups 

 

The scientific literature on the relationship between sport and intellectual disability is very complex. Most 

of the existing studies are aimed at investigating the benefits of physical exercise in terms of body well-

being or improvement of the cardiological, respiratory and muscular aspects of adult populations 

(Peterson, Janz and Lowe, 2008; Wu et al., 2010; Lante et al., 2014); little attention was paid to the 

psychological and behavioral aspects of the performance of physical activity by subjects with intellectual 

disabilities. 

As emerges from some research, people with intellectual disabilities perform lower levels of physical 

activity and motor exercise than their peers with typical development (Shields et al., 2014; Hartman et al., 

2015), with consequent weight gain, risk of obesity, cardiovascular diseases and greater sedentary lifestyle. 

The reasons behind the discrepancy between the levels of participation in sports activities between 

individuals with intellectual disabilities and peers with typical development have been the subject of 

scientific investigations that have identified different possible causes. Some researches underline the role 

played by the peculiar characteristics of the subjects (for example the delay in psychomotor development, 

the presence of physical problems, cognitive difficulties, etc.) or by the presence of associated 
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dysfunctional behaviors (for example the difficulties of interaction, the aggressive or destructive 

behaviours) (Darcy and Dowse, 2013; McConkey et al., 2013); other causes could lie in the sports 

environment, such as the lack of awareness of the characteristics of intellectual disability on the part of the 

instructors, the resistance of the tutors and the lack of adequate emotional and educational support. 

However, some researchers have focused on the predictive factors that could motivate children with 

intellectual disabilities to practice sports, such as improving physical skills and performing exercises, 

maintaining compliance with the sports program, the presence of peers to be inspired by and to imitate. A 

very interesting factor taken into consideration is the role played by inclusion - i.e. the presence of 

neurotypical subjects together with peers with intellectual disabilities within contexts - on motivational and 

psychological correlates (Hutzler and Korsensky, 2010). 

In 2012 Ozer and colleagues investigated the benefits of an international program, Unified Sports (UNS), in 

which an 8-week football training was scheduled. Researchers evaluated the effects on emotional, social 

and behavioral aspects in participants with intellectual disabilities with an average age of 14.5 years. In 

particular, 38 boys with intellectual disabilities were randomly assigned to the group participating in the 

sports training (23 boys) and to the control group (15 boys) who carried out their usual physical activity. In 

each of the two groups there were as many peers with typical development. Before the start of the training 

and at the end of the training, the authors administered to children, parents and teachers, an evaluation 

survey aimed at investigating the social skills and behavioral aspects of the participants. After 8 weeks, the 

boys with intellectual disabilities who had carried out the sports training showed a significant improvement 

in social skills, reaching a level more similar to that of the typical development peers who had also 

participated in the sport. In addition, the boys with intellectual disabilities who had played the football 

program had fewer behavioral problems than peers with intellectual disabilities belonging to the control 

group (Ozer et al., 2012). Overall, these results underline how participation in sporting activities in which 

peers with typical development are present can represent a useful tool for improving social skills and 

behavior, probably thanks to the possibility of using peers as models of adaptation to the context, to 

experimentation with the success with consequent increase in perceived self-efficacy and self-esteem and 

in the presence of an adequately stimulating but at the same time supportive environment. For over a year, 

the MeetLab association has been carrying out a project that unites physical activity - gentle gymnastics - 

with mindfullness meditation, which is used to gain more awareness than oneself and the surrounding 

environment, aimed at subjects with intellectual disabilities, but also to their friends and families. The 

educators of the structure frequented by people with intellectual disabilities have noticed improvements in 
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the relational skills of those attending courses in the project since the first months. For this reason, 

MeetLab has decided to build a partnership made up of sports associations based on different holistic 

fitness disciplines to create a pilot project at European level and demonstrate - through the carrying out of 

activities and a study - the psychological benefits and the acquisition of life skills, which this type of physical 

activity can bring to subjects with intellectual disability.  

Specific target groups of the project 

Direct beneficiaries:  

- Adults with intellectual disabilities 

- Adults with personality disorders  

- Adults with no disorders or disabilities, preferably families, friends and acquaintances of the above 

mentioned target groups, who will participate in the unified activities  

Indirect beneficiaries (stakeholders):  

- Staff of sports clubs, educators, professionals who deal with the aforementioned target groups that 

can take inspiration from the methodology proposed for their activities 

- Organizations that deal with the aforementioned target groups such as psychiatric day centers, 

organizations dealing with disabilities, residential centers for the disabled, organizations dealing with 

personality disorders 

- Local, regional and national health institutions, especially mental health institutions, which will be 

able to collaborate in synergy with sports clubs that want to implement the methodology, so that they can 

introduce it in their institutional activities 

 

Objectives 

Encourage and promote participation in unified physical activities of people with intellectual disabilities and 

personality disorders, implementing through courses – organized by each one of the partners – a method 

that can help both with physical and psychological wellbeing. Each course will have a part of physical 

activity and a part of guided meditation.  

Design and implement a study that will allow to collect data and to strengthen a network of cooperation 

among the partners participating in the project, so that members and associations in each region may take 

advantage of the synergies and exchanges produced. This study should: 
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1. Describe in detail the current situation among the target groups regarding sport and physical 

activity 

2. Help to understand the issues associated with the promotion of sport and physical activity that are 

perceived as obstacles or incentives for the practice of sport among target groups. 

3. Propose specific actions to improve the shortcomings which have been identified 

4. Promote good practices to stakeholders through the publication of a manual and video outputs  

5. Disseminate all the material, documents and studies produced throughout the project to 

stakeholders and policy makers working with the target groups. 

 

Innovative aspects 

The project proves to be innovative for its dual approach to the condition of people with intellectual 

disabilities and personality disorders, involving both the physical and the psychological component in a 

recreational sports activity. 

In fact, the partners agreed to test an absolutely innovative method carried out just once but with excellent 

results, that is physical activity - mainly branches of soft gymnastics, such as yoga, pilates, stretching, that 

will be adapted to the needs of the target groups - and guided meditation, a type of meditation that it 

touches on various key aspects of the individual's personality, carried out in an unified environment.  

It’s a matter of fact that physical activity can help people with intellectual disabilities. Physical activity not 

only helps the body, but also the mind of those who practice it. A research by the Irccs Santa Lucia 

Foundation carried out in collaboration with the University of Rome Foro Italico, and published in the 

Journal of Neurotrauma, has studied for the first time the benefits of sport on the cognitive functions of 

disabled athletes, showing that also in this case the mind benefits from it, not just at a psychological level. 

The research wanted to investigate in particular the changes in the higher cognitive functions of disabled 

people engaged in an open-skill sport, that is a discipline in which the athlete must interact with a changing 

external environment from which he mainly draws information for decide and control its movements. For 

many years it has been ascertained that adapted physical activity and sport can also improve the functional 

capacities and autonomy of disabled people in carrying out daily activities. As for personality disorders, 

already in 2005 the researchers of the Santa Lucia Foundation, directed by Dr. Marco Traballesi, had shown 
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- with a study published in the Scandinavian Journal of Medicine Science and Sport - that anxiety and 

depression can be reduced significantly thanks to regular sports. 

As for guided meditation, Baruch Rael Cahn and John Polich, researchers for the Department of 

Neurosciences and Medical School, University of California, San Diego, CA, USA, demonstrated the benefits 

of guided meditation through the study "Meditation states and traits: EEG, ERP , and neuroimaging studies, 

published on the Psychological Bulletin, vol. 132, nº 2, March 2006. 

Scientific evidence attests to the effects of regular meditation practice on some key anatomical structures 

of the brain used to regulate emotions and on the cellular and metabolic activity of entire areas of the 

organism that are reflected, as well as in a positive change in the functioning of the brain , also of the 

salutary effects extended to the whole organism, measurable also through blood parameters, which are not 

obtainable with other relaxation techniques. These effects are reflected in various psychological effects 

such as increased attention and stress management skills, prevention of depressive relapses, management 

of anxiety, tension and emotion, increased creativity and a feeling of happiness.  

Though there aren’t any studies that directly demonstrate the benefits of guided meditation for subjects 

affected by intellectual disabilities, the activity carried out by MeetLab had excellents results, therefore the 

will to implement it on a larger sample. This to demonstrate not only the benefits of physical activity and 

guided meditation combined together in an unified physical activity environment, but also to create a 

method that has high transferability potential to be replicated in all European Countries.   

 

 

 

The partnership 

The selection of appropriate partners plays a vital role in the project’s sustainability. 

• Hence, we set a number of criteria according to which we launched our research for our partners’ 

choice. The requirements set included the following:  

• organizations that share our priorities, values, and view-point; 

• partners whose contribution extends beyond borders, geographically 
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• spreading this project’s benefits; 

• partners with previous experience in European projects; 

• transparent, confidential, and credible organizations. 

• We tried to cover the entirety of Europe throughout the selection of partners. 

The composition of the partnership is: 

ASD Meet Lab (Italy) – Coordinator 

UISP Comitato Territoriale Ciriè Settimo Chivasso (Italy) – Partner 

Rijeka Sport (Croatia) – Partner 

Scout Society (Romania) – Partner 

Courage Foundation (Bulgaria) - Partner 

 

 

General Implementation methodology 

The consortium of 5 partners form 4 EU countries confides in the potentialities of the proposed approach, 

has been engaged to design the methodology at EU scale, in order to promote and encourage physical 

activities among people with intellectual disability and personality disorders.  

Partners have shared the same approach for the project implementation and running. The following 

principles, which are the pillars of the methodological approach, have been followed: 

the general methodology is built around the concepts of integrated, evidence-based and participatory 

approaches.  Indeed, active engagement of partners and social actors is crucial for effective policies. When 

contents, tools and methods are shared, a sense of collective ownership arises, and actors are motivated to 

support the projects’ principles further. It is characteristic of bottom up approaches and is the key feature 

for long-term successful interventions. These considerations emerged in their whole strength and validity in 

various fields of intervention especially in grassroots sport.  
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In HOSPITALITY Sport project the active engagement of all partners is applied to the exchange of successful 

practices: each partner will in fact implement their own kind of physical activity and guided meditation 

courses, with their own instructors and style, and the results will be compared to extract the most effective 

practices.  

Active engagement also contributes to the empowerment of specific actors. Involving operators of partner 

countries and asking them to interact with local relevant stakeholders is the best way to link the key 

grassroots sport and the organizations that deal with the target groups, in a relationship which reinforces 

the impact of activities on the territory and makes it sustainable in the medium and long run.  

Furthermore, the assorted stakeholders involved in this project partnership imply an integrated approach 

able to bring diverse know-how and strategies to promote participation to physical activity of the 

aforementioned target groups. This approach is strongly related to multi-disciplinary and cooperation. 
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Introduction 
In this chapter, for each of the partner countries, the services for people with disabilities, and in particular 

the mentally disabled persons, are examined in a historical perspective, seeing the evolution and 

improvements of the services themselves over the years. The inadequate solutions of the last century are 

taken into consideration, such as psychiatric hospitals, to arrive at those of the present day (specialized 

institutes, family homes, communities, day centers) more suitable for the inclusion of people with 

disabilities in the social fabric, including the job's world. 

There are many differences in the approach towards the mentally disabled in the countries taken into 

consideration (Italy, Croatia, Romania and Bulgaria): in some cases the integration of the persons with 

disabilities with the able-bodied is very strong, in other cases it is considered a problem to be addressed 

but not fully resolved. However, in all countries there is an effort to improve the services offered, 

accompanied by ever greater public economic resources, provided by the state, and by regional 

institutions. 
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Situation in Italy 

According to Istat (National Institute of Statistics), in Italy a person is defined as "disabled" if it is an 

individual (6-64 years) classified with physical, mental, sensorial, multiple, or psychiatric problems, or an 

individual non self-sufficient (65 years and over). The total number of people with disabilities in Italy 

reaches 3.2 million. In other words, there are over three million people aged 6 and over "with functional 

limitations" (this is the new definition adopted by Istat starting from 2013 in its Health Conditions Survey. 

Definition that replaces that of "people with disabilities"). Of these, 1.5 million have motor limitations, 

900.000 have communication difficulties. Approximately 1.4 million people have "greater reduction in 

autonomy" (living in bed or moving around in a wheelchair). In the majority of cases (55.5%) people 

accumulate multiple types of functional limitations (1 million 800 thousand people). In particular, there are 

about 900.000 people (equal to 29.3%) with both motor limitations and difficulties in carrying out daily 

activities. 

 

POSSIBLE CARE SOLUTIONS FOR THE ADULT LIFE OF THE DISABLED: OLD AND NEW TRENDS 

With care solutions it is mean a network of interventions which support an action of social integration for 

those citizens who, due to their psychophysical conditions, find themselves in disadvantaged situations. This 

term therefore refers to the set of activities and services aimed in order to preventing or reducing situations 

of need related to age, to states of physical and mental disadvantage, or to other conditions of 

marginalization. 

An adequate territorial network of social services is a necessary condition for realizing the effective 

integration of disabled people in the daily life environment.  

This type of assistance for people with disabilities includes also interventions that supplement and replace 

the family nucleus (home assistance, foster care, residential structures), interventions to facilitate social life 

(assistance services in information centres, school transport, attendance of social and educational, etc.), 

interventions for particular situations of economic and social hardship (various economic contributions, 

housing assignment, etc.). 

Let's see now what have been the solutions offered to disabled people who have become adults over the 

years. Although they are all still viable alternatives, some of them are now almost completely obsoletes 

because their limits and problems have been highlighted; others are, however, in evolution. 
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RESIDENTIAL INSTITUTIONS 

The first solutions proposed for the adult life of the disabled are identified in hospitalisation. Just as special 

schools had been set up for children with disabilities, in the same way it is believed that the solution for 

adult disabled people is an institution that provides assistance to them, responding to their needs for care 

and survival. 

Families who cannot take care of their child on their own turn to institutions. 

The "hospitalized" in the institute, however, finds itself in an atmosphere that is not familiar due to the 

considerable size. The emptiness created by the absence of the family is amplified by the anonymous life 

that is led every day: the needs of the individual cannot be respected and the moments of the day are the 

same for all the guests. The effects of this uprooting on the disable person are certainly negative and thus 

the problems of the disability add up to the problems of a frightening emotional isolation, which over time 

leads the subject to a closure towards others. 

 

PSYCHIATRIC HOSPITALS 

The institute is not the only segregating place where people with disabilities were been hospitalized. 

Another solution adopted was that of hospitalization in a psychiatric hospital. In psychiatric hospitals, 

provided by the Giolitti law n. 36 dated 14/02/1904, since their establishment, as well as mentally ill, people 

with epilepsy, Down syndrome, spasticity, dystrophy, blindness, deafness have been hospitalized because 

they were erroneously defined and considered "Dangerous for themselves and for the next".  

Hospitalization was possible only in the form of a provision from the magistrate or the quaestor.  

The director of the asylum was criminally and civilly responsible for the discharged patient.  

The Giolitti law was only replaced in 1978 with law no. 180 (Basaglia Law), due to its incompatibility with 

the Constitution of the Italian Republic (1948). However, since 1968 the institutionalization in the 

psychiatric field has been questioned, both for the struggles against selection and social discrimination of 

those years, and for the explosion in public opinion of particularly traumatic cases. 

The Basaglia Law establishes the end of the asylum and imposes the overturning of the logic on which 

assistance must be based. The legislator's concern is no longer just to protect society from the "different" 

by creating a barrier between one and the other. The main goal is to set up widespread and diversified 

structures and services in the area, often in the form of home care, which allow the citizen to live his own 

experience of "crisis" while maintaining relations with the community to which he belongs. Basically the 

Law 180 obliges each region to gradually overcome its asylums by replacing them with a network of new 

services which, regardless of internment and assuming a predominantly territorial dimension, are not 
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limited to treatment, but also carry out prevention and rehabilitation. It follows the overcoming of the 

concept of danger of the insane, which had determined and maintained the system of custody of asylums. 

Moreover, the patient is a citizen who retains his rights: first of all that of not being removed from his usual 

environment of life. Another important concept expressed by law 180 concerns the principle of 

voluntariness according to which the health treatments must normally be permitted by the interested party 

and only in extreme cases can they be compulsorily imposed, subject to compliance with guaranteed 

procedures that ensure controllability from the outside of the intervention applied. 

With the closure of psychiatric hospitals, it was necessary to broaden the concept of therapy.  

In former times, we tried to isolate the disease in the asylum away from the causes of disturbance and the 

interference of life. Today people are observed and cared for in their historical, social and cultural entirety. 

We have moved from the treatment of the disease to the treatment of the sick person. Following the new 

treatments, upon leaving the asylum, a high percentage of subjects considered incurable were able to 

resume lifestyle habits no longer practised, or in any case considered irrecoverable. Many of them, beyond 

all expectations, have been put in a position to achieve a satisfactory standard of living. 

 

HOUSE ASSISTANCE 

In the seventies, people began to think of alternative solutions to total institutions. At first, rather than 

removing from the institutions those who had been hospitalized for some time, it is avoided that new ones 

are added. One service that can partly meet the needs of a disabled person and his family is home care. This 

service was initially launched in some municipalities in northern Italy and later spread over most of the 

country. 

The purpose of the service, valid for people with disabilities, but also for the elderly and families in 

difficulty, is to remove people from isolation and marginalization. Specifically, it is a question of integrating 

the services that the family can implement on its own (such as taking care of the disabled person overall, 

offering protection, taking care of his physical and mental maintenance) with some services of a health 

nature and with services of a social nature. It may also include domestic services (personal care and 

hygiene, dressing, preparing meals, etc.), nursing services (disinfection of wounds, administration of 

medicines, rehabilitation treatments, etc.) and various services (completion of pension procedures, 

interventions for family problems and relationships, etc.) as well as all activities that aim at contact with the 

outside world and which have a recreational purpose. 

Home assistance is a service that produces beneficial effects as long as it is co-present with other necessary 

social, welfare, health and leisure services. The service is provided by social and health personnel and can 
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be, according to regional legislation, the responsibility of the Municipality and the ASL. Some local 

authorities resort to outsourcing the service to cooperatives. Home assistance is therefore a service that 

goes to the user's home, which tries to give answers to specific needs, without renouncing to encourage the 

development of the levels of personal autonomy of the disabled as much as possible. At the same time, this 

service is a valid support for the members of the user's family who therefore do not have to respond alone 

to all the needs of the disabled person. 

 

DAY CARE CENTRES 

Day care centres are currently non-residential territorial structures designed to provide daytime 

accommodation for persons with a medium- to severe disability at post-school age when the development 

phase is considered to have been completed, who are not self-sufficient and therefore need continuous 

assistance and for whom it has not been possible to enter "normal" or "protected" work.  

Therefore, subjects with disabilities such as to involve a considerable impairment of the autonomy of 

elementary functions are admitted to day centres, and for whom all the rehabilitative, health and psycho-

social interventions have been carried out aimed at guaranteeing a real inclusion in structures addressed to 

the general public.  

The day centre is structured as a community of life, in which everyone finds the support material, relational 

and affective for an "autonomous" life. The main objective is the growth of the subjects in the perspective 

of a progressive and constant socialization to develop, while aware of the objective limits, the residual 

capabilities and to operate to the maximum for the maintenance of the acquired levels. 

It is an intermediate structure, so that it does not become a definitive destination for those who enter it. It 

is open, so that all life does not end within, but seeks out possible forms of external experience and 

connection. Finally, it is a support structure for family life that is particularly necessary to enable the 

disabled person to be maintained internally. 

These structures must be equipped with various stable professional figures: educators, home assistants and 

protective services, nurses, doctors, who contribute, within the scope of their competences, to satisfying 

needs in their entirety, having as a unifying moment their specific services the targeted and personalized 

project. For diagnostic and rehabilitative needs, they can make use of other local services. 

 

RESIDENTIAL FACILITIES 
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Home assistance and day centres, as a support to the family in which the disabled person is inserted, can in 

fact avoid the situation in which hospitalization in an institution becomes necessary. However, in the event 

of absence of the family nucleus (death of parents, separation from the family, etc.) it is probable that these 

solutions are not sufficient to respond to the needs of the disabled person. In these cases, it is necessary to 

find residential solutions without falling back into the traditional institution. In the 1970s, therefore, began 

to think of alternative residential solutions to the institute; in addition to be a necessity in case of lack of 

family, they also assume the important function of preparing the disabled person for a detachment from 

the family, creating points of reference for them outside of it and creating other ties and greater autonomy. 

• Healthcare Residences (RSA): these are places with 24-hour assistance where therapeutic and 

rehabilitative activities are carried out in residential conditions. They were created to offer integrated 

services to the disabled who, despite the chronic nature of their health problems, do not need 

hospitalisation. These services are provided for individuals who are unable to stay temporarily or 

permanently in their family unit. 

• Family homes: it is a small family-type structure/community (which can accommodate up to six guests), 

with reception functions and low assistance intensity, low and medium organizational complexity, intended 

to accommodate users without the necessary family support, or for which the permanence in the family 

nucleus is temporarily or permanently impossible or conflicting with the individual project. 

• Community-housing: it is a socio-medical service that welcomes disabled adults without a family nucleus 

or for whom it is impossible to stay in the family nucleus either temporarily or permanently. The structure is 

aimed at the reception and management of daily life, oriented towards the protection of the person, the 

development of social skills and rehabilitation, or even the realization of experiences of independent life, of 

prompt reception and/or programmed reception. It has an accommodation capacity of 10 places and can be 

organized into two nuclei, each with a maximum accommodation capacity of 10 places. 

 

PERCENTAGES AND STATISTICS OF PUPILS WITH DISABILITIES IN ITALIAN SCHOOLS 

The Ministry of Education has published a new survey that reports the main data on young people with 

disabilities (intellectual, motor, auditory, visual and other types of disabilities including early psychiatric 

problems, specific learning disabilities certified in comorbidity with other disorders and the ADHD - 

attention deficit hyperactivity disorder).  

From the observation of the data relating to the 2019/2020 and 2020/2021 school years, the growth trend 

recorded over the years is confirmed: the percentage of students with disabilities out of the total 

attendance rose from 1.9% of the school yr. 2004/2005 to 3.6% of the school yr. 2020/2021. The number of 
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students with disabilities went from around 167,000 units to over 304,000 units against a decrease, 

recorded over the same period, of the total number of students attending Italian schools (-6%). 

In the 2020/2021 school year, the data show, on the total number of students attending: 

- in kindergarten 32,314 pupils with disabilities (2.4% of the total attendance) 

- primary school 4.4% 

- lower secondary school 4.5% 

- upper secondary school 3.0% 

 

The percentage of foreign students with disabilities out of the total number of students certified pursuant 

to Law 104/1992 was 14.3% in the 2020/2021 academic year: a high number, if compared with the 

percentage of foreign students attending in relation to the total number of pupils, equal to 10.3%. Foreign 

students with disabilities are mainly concentrated in the northern regions: Lombardy (25.9%), Emilia-

Romagna (24.2%) and Veneto (23.3). In the Italian southern regions the percentage of foreign students with 

disabilities is very low, with peaks of just 1.8% in Campania and Sardinia. 

 

HOW MANY CITIZENS WITH DISABILITIES WORK IN ITALY 

In Italy rules aimed at promoting the employment of people with disabilities have existed for some time; 

the main one is represented by Law 68/99 "Norms for the right to work of disabled people" which 

introduced the institution of targeted placement, The Court of First Instance held that the Commission had 

failed to fulfil its obligations under the Treaty. Despite this forward-looking legislation, the disadvantage of 

people with disabilities in the labour market remains significant. In fact, in 2019, considering the population 

between 15 and 64 years old, only 32.2% of those suffering from severe limitations were employed 

compared to 59.8% of people without limitations. 

 

PROFESSIONAL TRAINING AND INTEGRATED COOPERATIVES 

The project relating to the professional training of people with disabilities has the objective of restoring the 

dignity of human being through work, allowing them to emancipate themselves from a situation in which 

they are seen only as a sick person to be maintained, assisted, treated, alleviating the suffering of his 

condition. This service is aimed at disabled young people who have completed compulsory schooling. 

One possible job outlet for disabled people is represented by the integrated cooperatives enshrined in Law 

382/92 in which work is not obtained because they have disabilities, but by building real businesses that 

compete on an equal footing in the market. 
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Situation in Romania  
According to the Ministry of Labour and Social Protection, on 31st December 2021, there was registered a 

total number of 865.573 of people with disabilities, out of which 848.966 live independently or under the 

care of the families and 16.607 are institutionalized, living in the public, residential  institutions of social 

assistance for adult people with disabilities. The highest number of people with disabilities in registered in 

Bucharest, with 73.509 people. Out of the total number, 53, 35% are constituted by females. Also, 52, 75% 

represent people aged between 18-64 years old and 47, 25% are over 65 years old (Ministry of Labor and 

Social Protection, 2021).   

Romania could be considered as one of the EU countries that is either still trying to learn the first steps or 

still making baby steps towards the inclusion of people with disabilities, and thus, with intellectual 

disabilities. The country is still on its way to recover from the communist regime and its rooted attitudes in 

the system. The communist regime either closed the special schools or merged them with orphanages. The 

aim of the regime was to hide the people with disabilities in order not to damage the ‘good’ image of 

Romania. Such an approach led to a negative attitude towards people with disabilities or an attitude that 

keeps them in a low profile. According to Ilinca Gradea, after the 1989 Revolution, ‘Romania had to work 

with a segregated system of services for people with intellectual disabilities, inherited from the former 

regime’ (Gradea, 2018:10).   

The adherence to the European Union of Romania in 2007 significantly impacted the work of the country 

on inclusive educational policies that concerned people with disabilities. However, even today, according to 

Ilinca Gradea, Romania is one of the EU countries that ‘spends among the least on social welfare (Gradea, 

2018:11). One could not deny at this point the efforts that the country is undertaking to integrate people 

with disabilities, provide them opportunities and accommodate their needs. However, there is still a lot of 

persistent work to be done in order to create and apply sustainable policies for the inclusion of people with 

intellectual disabilities.   

People with disabilities confront with several barriers when it comes to services, such as health, 

employment opportunities, transport, access to information and education. According to the newspaper 

‘Adevarul’, 17% of Romanians with disabilities have a job (Deacu, 2020). The same newspaper declares that 

the educational system is liable to create major disadvantages for people with disabilities through the 

acceptance of school abandon, vocational rehabilitation, and correlation with the market structure.   

What are the structures to deal with the disabled and how are they managed?  
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The number of public institutions of social assistance for the adult people with disabilities was of 525 at the 

end of December 2021. Approximately 73, 78% of public residential institutions for adult people with 

disabilities are: care and assistance centers, protected households and centers for habilitation and 

rehabilitation.   

The rights of the people with disabilities in Romania are guaranteed through the Romanian Constitution 

and through the international treaties ratified by Romania, such as the UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (1990), the Jomtien Statement on Education for All (1990), the Standard Rules on Equalization of 

Opportunities for People with Disabilities (1993) or the Salamanca Convention (1994).  

The Romanian Ministry of National Education is responsible for the special education. The institution 

collaborates with the Ministry of Labor and Social Protection through the Direction for People with 

Disabilities, Ministry of Health, and County Councils. The General Directorates for Social Assistance and 

Child Protection under the County Councils collaborate for the school and professional integration of young 

people with special educational needs. These institutions determine the severity and degree of the 

disability. The right to education is edified by law and there are educational alternatives committed to 

people with disabilities. However, the reduced number of educational services and their geographical 

distribution limit the access to education of young people. The Labor Code of Romania prohibits the 

institutions to set the salary for the employees based on sex, sexual orientation, age, handicap, race, 

colour, religion, political membership etc.   

The non-governmental organizations in Romania play a key role in the integration of both adults and young 

people with disabilities. For example, the Special Olympics Romania has the aim ‘to integrate people with 

intellectual disabilities from all over the country’ (Special Olympics Romania, 2022). Special Olympics 

Romania work at developing ‘competitions, courses, health assessments, fundraising events and 

sustainable solutions to increase the employability of adults with intellectual disabilities’ (Special Olympics 

Romania, 2022). In 2021, the ANDPDCA (The National Authority for the Rights of People with Disabilities, 

Children and Adoptions) invited the non-governmental organizations that carry out activities in the field of 

social protection of people with disabilities to apply with project proposals in order to receive non-

refundable funds. In 2022, the government of Romania encourage institutions, such as schools, that are 

working with young people with disabilities to apply for PNRR funds in order to develop their school 

projects that benefit the integration of the young people. The National Recovery and Resilience Plan (PNRR) 

launched an open competition for projects that institutions working with people with disabilities can apply 

under the ‘Development of social infrastructure for people with disabilities’ Scheme.  
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According to the Law 448/2006 in its updated form, concerning the protection and promotion of the rights 

of people with disabilities, the financial resources for the protection of persons with disabilities are 

available from the:  

a. Local budget of the villages, towns and municipality;  

b. Local budget of counties, respectively sectors of Bucharest municipality;  

c. State budget;  

d. Monthly maintenance contributions of disabled persons who benefit from social services in the 

centres;  

e. Donations, sponsorships and other sources, under the law.  

Specialized personnel:  

According to the European Commission, ‘to be able to receive the services of a professional personal 

assistant at the assistant's home, adults with a severe or profound disability must not have living space of 

their own and must not earn an income that is higher than the average national wage’ (European 

Commission, 2022). The personnel is divided in two:  

a. Professional personal assistant: certified individual who provides care and protection at their 

personal home for an adult with severe or profound disability;   

b.  Attendant: that who provides care to a person with disability and has legal rights. (European 

Commission, 2022).  
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Situation in Bulgaria 
According to a report of Ministry of Labor and Social Policy (AGENCY FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES), 

Bulgaria ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities with a law adopted by the 41st 

National Assembly on 26.01.2012, in force as of 7-21.04.2012.  The state policy on the rights of persons with 

disabilities is guided by the recommendations, principles, standards, practices and regulations that derive 

from European and international documents in the field.  The policy is aimed at implementing in the long 

term an integrated approach with horizontal impact, uniting resources in different sectoral policies. The main 

aspiration for Bulgaria is to create conditions and opportunities for social inclusion of citizens with disabilities, 

which in the conditions of dynamic macroeconomic situation and regional disproportions has a preventive 

effect on the negative impact on the quality of life and social exclusion.  The many external factors and the 

intensity of the changes raise challenges and the need for rapid adaptation of the support provided.  

Currently, Bulgaria is implementing the National Strategy for People with Disabilities 2016 – 2020. The 

strategy is developed in connection with the implementation of national commitments on the 

implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and in the implementation 

of the European Disability Strategy for the period 2010 - 2020. The Action Plan outlines the concrete steps, 

clearly defines the role and functions of individual government bodies and stakeholders, and annual reports 

are prepared, approved by the Minister of Labor and Social Policy. An Action Plan for the implementation of 

the recommendations of the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2020-2026 is envisaged, 

following the first national report on the implementation of the Convention, held in September 2018.  

According to Eurostat data from 2017, 19% of Bulgarians declare the presence of health problems, which 

hampers their public activity, and every fifth Bulgarian over the age of 16 has a long-term physical disability. 

At the same time, statistics show that Bulgaria is among the top three countries with the lowest number of 

people with permanent disabilities in working age. Nearly 45% of Bulgarians over the age of 65 have 

permanent disabilities. Statistics in over 75-year-olds show that six out of ten people have similar problems. 

There are still many obstacles that prevent people with disabilities from fully exercising their fundamental 

rights, and these obstacles limit their equal participation in society. Consistent and targeted policies, actions 

and measures are needed in this aspect. The main challenge for the period 2021-2030 will be the formation 

in a new way of the overall national policy corresponding to the basic principles, ideas and spirit enshrined 

in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. The synergy in the formation of national, 

regional and local policies in this area should be leading and they should be developed in all directions 
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referred to in the Convention. This implies specific plans and targets to be set annually by the responsible 

institutions and organizations to ensure the rights of people with disabilities. All interventions should be 

tailored to local specifics and conditions to address local challenges that are highly differentiated.  

The challenges in the field are posed as a result of the main problems that can be divided into the following 

several groups:  

• Rejection and isolation from society: often disadvantaged people are invisible to society and the 

protection of their rights becomes extremely difficult. A key priority is to overcome negative stereotypes as 

a result of prejudices or cultural orders that superimpose erroneous perceptions of people with disabilities, 

such as a complex of inferiority and a sense of resignation and unwillingness to join the community.   

• Guaranteeing opportunities for work and employment, as well as providing adequate support for 

workers and employers. Adaptability and mobility in terms of the working environment is still not sufficiently 

covered in our country, as well as the implementation of flexible, innovative and alternative methods of 

workplace support for people with disabilities, personal characteristics and existing functional limitations.  

Disabled people still find it difficult to lead an independent life.  In 2018, the proportion of people at risk of 

poverty or social exclusion with disabilities was 49.5%, 19.5 percentage points higher than for people without 

disabilities and 20.7 percentage points above the EU average. The employment rate of people with disabilities 

remains one of the lowest in the EU (39.5% compared to an EU average of 50.7%), the gap being very large 

vis-à-vis nondisabled people (34.2 percentage points compared to an EU average of 24.2 percentage points). 

There is a need for targeted measures to support employment, according to the specifics of the environment, 

the development of technology and digitalization, and especially individual abilities and needs. There is often 

a lack of sustainability and effectiveness of support for work and employment. It is necessary to deploy 

actions that will encourage both the activity and motivation of the people themselves, as well as the 

mobilization of business.  

• In education, there is a shortage of specialists to work with children and students with special 

educational needs, especially in remote and small settlements, and there is a need to provide timely and 

permanent qualification and training of pedagogical specialists. Part of the problem is related to the lack of 

opportunities to provide an accessible architectural environment in kindergartens, schools and service units, 

insufficient teamwork and partnership with parents and institutions to provide a supportive environment. It 

is important to build a positive attitude in the process of inclusive education of children and students with 

special educational needs in a general educational environment and a consistent approach to overcome the 
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identified barriers. Physical access to schools, transport and access to technical aids are also problems that 

need to be addressed. There is also a need to develop individual curricula in which pupils with special 

educational needs can receive greater attention and appropriate care.  

• Ensuring equal access to health services.  Most of the reasons for difficult access are outside the 

health system and they stem from inaccessible architectural environment and transport links. Ensuring 

access to certain medical services related to timely diagnosis, prevention of disabilities, primary and 

secondary prevention of disabilities, especially in small settlements is a challenge that is also related to the 

provision of a sufficient number of medical specialists, including doctors with a specialty in physical and 

rehabilitation medicine. Health care for persons with disabilities in most cases needs an interdisciplinary 

approach, which requires the provision and maintenance of good coordination between different health 

professionals, as well as the social and other services provided to people with disabilities. Efforts to ensure 

timely rehabilitation as a complex activity involving medical, vocational and social rehabilitation should 

continue.  It is necessary to create a sufficient number of rehabilitation structures in the country, carrying 

out complex rehabilitation programs, including medical and functional diagnostics, kinesitherapy, physical 

therapy, speech therapy, ergotherapy, psychotherapy, etc. At the same time, the coordination of medical, 

social and vocational rehabilitation processes should be developed maximizing the integration and 

reintegration of persons with disabilities in society, including employment.  

• Physical barriers. People with disabilities also face architectural obstacles that limit their access to 

public services and hinder the realization of their rights.  Especially in remote and rural areas; public transport 

and services; information and communication services, mainly for people with sensory disabilities and 

intellectual disabilities, are not fully adapted and accessible. A large part of the roads, residential buildings 

and public facilities (including public transport) still don’t have special devices for those in need. The provision 

of accessible road, air, water and rail transport is still a difficulty. The process of ensuring accessible public 

transport and services should be accelerated, including through the implementation of private and public 

sector monitoring mechanisms, sanctions and public procurement procedures. Persons with disabilities 

continue to face challenges in accessing mobility-related aids, devices and medical devices they need. 

Creating conditions for the participation of people with different types of disabilities in sports and youth 

activities, accessibility for recreation, tourism and participation in cultural life is another difficult task.  

• Ensuring accessible information and communication services. The role of the media in raising the 

level of awareness about the rights of people with disabilities and changing attitudes is extremely important. 

The mass media often portray people with disabilities as part of a final category.  It is important to increase 
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the level of public awareness of the existing issues in order to change public attitudes and eliminate existing 

stereotypes in this aspect.  

• Provide greater guarantees for the protection and security of persons with disabilities in the event of 

state of emergency, disaster, accidents, etc.  

• Need to create mechanisms to prevent further ill-treatment of people with disabilities, in particular 

children with disabilities growing in institutions. Due to the lack of information on the protection of persons 

with disabilities, especially women, girls and boys with disabilities still institutionalized to protect against 

exploitation, violence and harassment, including effective investigations of all cases, prioritizing the 

prosecution of cases of gender-based violence against women and girls with disabilities.  

• The reform in the field of social services places a special focus on the transition process to provide 

an opportunity for independent living in the community of people with disabilities living in some form of 

institution. With a view to the implementation of the process of deinstitutionalization of the care for children, 

people with disabilities and the elderly, the Social Services Act envisages that by January 1, 2021, all existing 

specialized institutions for  children – Homes for children deprived of parental care and Homes for medico-

social care for children; existing specialized institutions for people with disabilities to be closed by 1 January 

2035 and existing nursing homes to be reformed by 1 January 2025 to meet quality standards. A serious 

challenge is the implementation of the mainstreaming approach, which requires the establishment of good 

coordination between different institutions, as well as the activation of authorities at regional and local level. 

There is still a prevailing attitude for unsynchronized work on specific projects in support of people with 

disabilities, which aggravates and hinders the finding of rational solutions for the sustainability of initiatives.  

The presence of the above problems and challenges often puts people with disabilities in a state of poverty 

and social isolation with little opportunity to get out of the closed circle. Removing barriers and empowering 

people with disabilities to engage in social life would help reduce the level of poverty across society. Action 

at EU level will support and complement activities at national level with a view to realizing accessibility and 

removing existing barriers, as well as improving the availability and choice of assistive technologies. Efforts 

to advance the policy on the rights of persons with disabilities in the country will continue even more 

dynamically, including for the gradual and targeted implementation of the requirements arising from the 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Work will continue to improve the model in which 

people with disabilities are as satisfied and supported as possible by providing adequate support and rational 

effective toolkit of social inclusion measures. 
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Situation in Croatia 

According to the records of the Croatian Institute of Public Health, 511,850 people with disabilities live in the 

Republic of Croatia, of whom 60% are men and 40% are women. People with disabilities in Croatia make up 

11.9% of the population. Most people with disabilities are between the ages of 19 and 64, and the number 

of people is 243,206 (48%). There are 229,589 (45%) persons with disabilities aged 65 and over. 8% of people 

with disabilities are aged 0-19. The largest number of people with disabilities live in Zagreb and Split-Dalmatia 

County. About 63% of people with disabilities have only primary school education or none at all, while about 

28% have completed secondary education, and only 3% of people with disabilities have higher education. 

About 80% of people with disabilities live with their families, while 17% live alone. The most common causes 

of disability are damage to the locomotor system and mental disorders. 

As playing sports has various advantages and benefits for health and the general condition of people, it is 

necessary to look at the significance of sports activities in the context of children with developmental 

disabilities. Experts and researchers studying the effects of sports on this group of children emphasize several 

important points. First of all they emphasize that playing sports has a rehabilitative effect on children with 

disabilities, increases strength and endurance, and contributes to the development of basic motor skills.  

Numerous authors talk about the sport as a tool that serves as a complement to the rehabilitation of 

disabilities and developmental difficulties. In addition, they cite the therapeutic effects of playing sports, such 

as developing rough motor skills, improving balance and coordination, and improving cardiovascular health.  

In addition to significant potential for the physical development of children with developmental disabilities, 

sport also has significant socialization potential, as it develops a sense of belonging and inclusion, enables 

participation in social interactions, and the development of sociability.  Sports activity has a positive effect 

on the development of an individual's socialization processes, offers models for identification, and develops 

desirable traits. Furthermore, in children with developmental disabilities, playing sports contributes to the 

improvement of the ability to adapt socially. In Croatia, they usually have a very reduced social network and 

are rarely in contact with children outside of their school or therapy group. Such an environment does not 

contribute to the development of their social skills, social adaptation, and inclusion, and sport in that area is 

presented as an excellent solution for achieving progress. While playing sports, the child cooperates with 

others and thus satisfies the needs for security, love, self-realization, and belonging. In the joint play children 

learn to appreciate and respect each other and thus become socialized. In sports activities, children 

participate with other children, play together, follow the same rules, develop relationships over time and 

create friendships. 
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Sports promote independence and improve children's life skills. Professionals, who work with people with 

disabilities and children with developmental disabilities should encourage playing sports, because it provides 

many benefits and, in addition, improves the quality of life. 

 

The independent living movement is a concept that most broadly implies independent living and full 

participation of people with disabilities in the community, with the condition that the community has 

developed the necessary and appropriate preconditions that make this possible. The independent living 

movement is based on the philosophy of independent living, which consists of five features: the right to 

choose, to control one's own life, make decisions, own responsibility for making decisions, and the right to 

make mistakes.  The Republic of Croatia followed the independent living movement, and people with 

disabilities began to establish associations through which the paradigm of disability shifted from personal to 

social. Since the adoption of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, there have been 

positive developments in the Republic of Croatia in the direction of strengthening independent living and 

reducing institutionalization, thereby strengthening their independence. Therefore, independent living is a 

multi-level concept, respecting the integrity of people with disabilities and putting human rights first. In 

addition, the concept rests on clearly defined goals, which are the empowerment and support of the integrity 

of persons with disabilities with the aim of equalizing opportunities and positions in relation to persons 

without disabilities. The stated goals are achieved in the community primarily through the removal and 

reduction of obstacles in society. 

Parental upbringing, educational system, and institutions represent the context within which children can 

primarily acquire some skills important for their greater independence. The potential of sports is recognized 

in the context of preparing children for independent living through the strengthening of motor skills, 

socialization, and social skills, and it helps in improving the life skills necessary to gain as much independence 

as possible for life in the community. It is necessary for children to be taught and empowered to live 

independently in their childhood so that their adaptation when transitioning to independent living in the 

community is as simple as possible. 
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PART 3 - GOOD PRACTICES 
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Introduction 
 

In this chapter the partner associations show the gymnastics and meditation courses they have held in their 

respective countries and the results achieved. Each course had about ten practitioners and the lessons, one 

hour each, were held once a week. 

It was originally foreseen that the courses would last 6 months, without interruption. But the restrictions 

due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which were applied in all partner countries, not only during the lock down 

period but also in the following year, prevented the smooth running of the courses, which were therefore 

held in two periods of 3 months each, with different methods depending on the partner. Even with this 

complication, the project objectives were fully achieved. 
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Good practices at Meet Lab, Italy 
According to the project HOSPITALITY it can be said that the Amateur Sports Meet Lab contributed to the 

project itself by providing courses of gentle physical activity and accompanied by moments of guided 

meditation. 

The biggest problem that had to be faced was the one related to the restrictions imposed by the pandemic 

of covid-19. 

The project began on the 1st of January 2021 and it was supposed to last for 18 months.  Unfortunately, the 

year 2021 was marked by major restrictions caused by the pandemic. Indeed, during this period, the 

restrictions were applied mainly in the ways in which the cooperatives managing the disabled had to deal 

with the pandemic in Italy. The activities were mostly cancelled due to the large reductions in the number 

of participants per group, as each of them had to consist of a maximum of two people accompanied by two 

operators. 

This has certainly made impossible the normal group management, so throughout 2021 the courses could 

not be held or were held in a very reduced mode. 

Given the situation not very different from that of the other partner countries, the committee was asked to 

extend the eligibility period by six months, with the end of the HOSPITALITY project moved to the end of 

2022. In this way, the courses that had had to be interrupted could resume in the second half of 2022.  Let 

us therefore say that the in any case we achieved the objectives. 
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A social co-operative of Cirié held the courses with a group of people with disabilities accompanied by their 

educators. The most important and significant course was certainly the one held by a specialist with a 

degree in physical education from the SUISM University of Turin, who achieved excellent results. A great 

improvement has been observed both physically and mentally. Not only by the beneficiaries of these 

courses, but also and especially from the social workers who accompanied them through these activities. 

The proof of this lies in the fact that the operators have requested to continue the activity of gentle 

gymnastics and meditation with the boys even after the official end of the course provided by the project. 

The course proved to be an opportunity to develop basic motor skills under the guidance of an expert. In 

addition, accompanying physical activity with a meditation session helped disabled people to improve their 

psychophysical well-being. 
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Good practices at UISP CSC, Italy 
The coordinator of the HOSPITALITY project, The UISP Cirié Settimo Chivasso Committee, has already 

gained experience in the year 2020 in the field of management of gentle gymnastics courses accompanied 

by sessions of Mindfulness. 

In our team, there were already figures such as those of instructors graduated in physical education and 

sport pedagogy, able to deal with disadvantaged groups such as the target groups of the project. 

The biggest problem that we found and we had to address was surely the one related to the restrictions 

due to the pandemic of covid-19. In fact, throughout the country, the rules imposed by the pandemic have 

severely limited the possibility of working in groups. 

 

As regards the groups formed by the people with disabilities and managed by the cooperatives, changes 

have been made which have, consequently, required the Committee to make an extra effort. Specifically, 

the working groups were reduced to two people instead of 10, as initially established by the project. This 

has made the management of group activities more complicated and sometimes impossible throughout the 
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year 2021. The courses, therefore, could not be held or were held in a very limited way. Fortunately, the 

committee accepted the request for an extension of the eligibility period of six months, with the end of the 

HOSPITALITY project moved to the end of 2022. In this way, in the second half of 2022, it was possible to 

resume the courses in a "normal" way, with a suitable number of participants. Courses normally resumed in 

the period September-November 2022, for a duration of six months.  

 

About ten people with disabilities, accompanied by their social workers, attended each course.   

A social co-operative of Settimo Torinese held the most significant course with a specialist graduated in 

physical education who have also an adapted physical activity patent. 

The results obtained were very satisfactory, as shown by the quality assessment questionnaires which were 

administered before and after the activities, and that are analysed in the relevant case study published in 

part 4 of this manual.  

The social workers, who accompanied the participants to the courses, were very satisfied because they 

have actually noticed progress and improvements in the psychophysical state of their patients.  

An important fact to underline is that in one of the courses we experienced the integration of disabled 

people with able-bodied people: the former did not feel at all uncomfortable. Indeed, they appreciated the 

presence of people outside their community; the latter have enthusiastically welcomed the idea of working 

with people with disabilities, although this has obviously led to some slowdown in activity. 

Probably the only one who may have encountered some problem was the instructor who had to resort to 

all his experience and sensitivity, to manage such a heterogeneous group and perform better to his task. 

 

  



                                                                                                                                                        

38 

HOSPITALITY Project - 622169-EPP-1-2020-1-IT-SPO-SSCP. The publication reflects the view only of the author, and the European 

Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein. 

 

Good practices at Scout Society, Romania 
The activities of the Hospitality project with Scout Society lasted from February to July 2022, 

involving 20 people with disabilities in a session of 24 meetings. 

For the local activities in Targu-Jiu, Romania we decided to work Association of Disabled Persons Targu-Jiu 

as they are working daily with our target group. The staff of the institution was very open and supportive to 

our proposal and they were in charge to select the participants for the sessions according with their needs.  

As a corse, we decided together with a professional trainer that Pilates will be the right sport to be practice 

by our target group. 

The first attempt to start the sessions was during 2021. The participants managed to participate just in 2-3 

sessions as the restrictions regarding Covid pandemic were to put back to place by the authorities, so the 

gyms were not able to receive group of people. Together with the trainer and the responsible from 
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Association of Disabled persons we decided that the best option is to stop the sessions and to start again 

when the restrictions will allow us.  

The sessions restarted in February 2022 and lasted until July 2022 without any problems. The participants 

were attending 1 session / week of pilates with a professional trainer together with the other people that 

are joining the classes regularly. This was a very pleasant surprise that both trainer and people from the 

pilates sessions were open and wanted to include our group in their sessions. In this way, the participants 

felt included and supported. They had fun and a great time during the sessions. They were also 

accompanied by a responsible person from Association of Disabled Persons to each session.  

According with the results of the questionnaires that the participants filled in at the beginning and the end 

of the course we can conclude that they felt happy and relax after each session, they were more aware of 

their emotions and were more communicative.   

We are very happy that at this moment they are still continuing the pilates sessions with the help of a local 

grant (Kaufland) and they were involved by our organisation in some workshops for developing digital 

skills.   
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Good practices at Courage Foundation Bulgaria 
Courage Foundation is active in the field of social sport since its establishment in 2007. People 

with disabilities are an important target of our activities. We have developed a number of 

initiatives in which sport is used as a tool for skills development, self-esteem and integration of 

handicapped people. Within the Hospitality Erasmus+ Sport we involved young people from two 

centres specialised in providing educational and support services to people with multiple 

disabilities – the Centre for Special Educational Support Kardjali and the Centre for Special 

Educational Support Plovdiv. Our offer included: 

• Outdoor games and activities 

• Indoor games and gymnastics 

• Pet and art therapy activities 
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Outdoor games and activities 

The benefits of group games in the open air are multiple:  

• fresh air and green environment (a park, forest, river, lake) have an additional positive 

effect on the mood and the perception for wellbeing of the participants 

• group work in the form of games improves social skills of participants and the feeling of 

inclusion. (in many games participants do a circle or a line, so they are part of a group) 

• games are not competitive, so everyone has the feeling that he is doing well 

• it is good to have a moderator who can monitor and change the dynamics when necessary 

– for example if participants start to get tired or annoyed, he can change the game and the 

movement. The moderator must encourage positively all participants and check that 

nobody is left out of the game. 
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We practiced outdoor games and activities with a group of young people with different intellectual 

disabilities from the Centre for Special Educational Support Kardjali and they responded very well. 

They were very keen to play the games and even sometimes got over excited (screaming and 

laughing). Additional positive effect was that ordinary citizens – adults and children being close to 

the place of activity by chance, were witnessing the activities and doing positive comments. This 

contributes to the inclusion of handicapped people in society. 

 

 

Indoor games and gymnastics 

The benefits of indoor games and soft gymnastics are multiple:  

• develops personal skills according to the individual abilities of the participants 

• group work in the form of games improves social skills of participants and the feeling of 

inclusion 

• colourful items such as balls, sticks, ropes etc and also special equipment (ball pool, 

chromo therapy) can be used during the sport activities increasing the positive effects 

• some participants feel safer in a closed environment they know well than outdoor 

We practiced indoor games and soft gymnastics with a group of young people with different 

intellectual disabilities from the Centre for Special Educational Support Plovdiv and they responded 

very well. They were keen to play the games and had preferences for the games and equipment 

used. Furthermore, indoor activities can be regularly scheduled and do not depend on weather 

conditions. 

 

Pet and art therapy activities 

The benefits of pet therapy and art therapy are multiple, just to mention some of them:  

• develops personal skills according to the individual abilities of the participants 

• educates responsibility 

• gives sense of calmness and relax 

• colourful items such as mosaics, painting colours, can be used during the activities 

increasing the positive effects 
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• some participants prefer arts to sport or running with a dog instead of running alone… 

We practiced arts activities and activities with a dog with a group of young people with different 

intellectual disabilities from the Centre for Special Educational Support Kardjali and they 

responded very well. Some were very keen to take care of the dog – give him water and food and 

run alongside the dog. There was a competition who should do it… Others were more interested 

to create artistic objects with colourful mosaics.  

As normal people have preferences so do people with disabilities and we have to respect them. 

Our mission is to find out what makes people with disabilities happy and make our best to provide 

them with it. 

 

 



                                                                                                                                                        

45 

HOSPITALITY Project - 622169-EPP-1-2020-1-IT-SPO-SSCP. The publication reflects the view only of the author, and the European 

Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein. 

Good practices at Rijeka Sport, Croatia 
In Croatia, more and more sports programs are being developed especially for children with developmental 

disabilities. Specially trained and motivated experts offer sports and recreational activities adapted to 

children with a certain type of developmental disability. The Sports Association of Persons with Disabilities 

of the City of Rijeka deals with providing sports opportunities to children with disabilities, while good 

practice is also known in other clubs such as HanbALL IN and Judo Club "Fuji" and numerous others 

intended for children with intellectual disabilities, autism and other forms of disabilities. Such programs 

contribute to the development of this group of children in many ways. They enable them to have better 

motor and psychosocial development, and inclusion and, ultimately, contribute to the recognition of the 

skills and abilities of children with developmental disabilities in society. The consequences of physical 

inactivity worsen the difficulties faced by people with disabilities. The finding is applicable to children with 

developmental disabilities. Physical inactivity harms children with developmental disabilities, both in the 

form of motor skills and in the form of weaker psychosocial development. By being absent from sports 

activities, children lose the opportunity to obtain all the potential benefits of sports for their development. 

Despite the proven positive aspects of playing sports, most children with developmental disabilities are not 

involved in sports activities. Research shows that they move less, have fewer friends than children without 

disabilities and that they participate less often in social activities. The authors point out some obstacles to 

the inclusion of children with developmental disabilities in sports activities, such as the rejection of such 

children by sports clubs, the lack of professional knowledge of people who carry out sports activities with 
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children, and the fear of parents that the child will get injured while playing sports.  

  

In addition, research shows a great influence of financial difficulties on the decision-making about the 

child's involvement in sports activities. Namely, sport represents an additional cost to parents who are 

already financially burdened by paying for numerous therapies for their children, and this can be a 

complicating factor when involving children in sports activities. Furthermore, in Croatia, a significant 

obstacle to the inclusion of children with developmental disabilities in sports activities is the lack of 

educated professional staff, the lack of facilities, and the lack of financial resources. In addition, the authors 

recognize some of the obstacles at the level of children with disabilities themselves. Among other things, 

they state that children are not interested in participating in sports. It is to be expected that children lack 

motivation and interest in playing sports, considering the amount of therapy and activities in which, in 

addition to regular education, they are most often involved. In conclusion, despite the innumerable 

advantages of children with developmental disabilities playing sports, there are many obstacles to the same 

at several social levels. Children with developmental disabilities are insufficiently involved in sports 
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activities and thus do not have the opportunity to enjoy all the benefits that playing sports offers. It is 

important that parents of children, service providers, and experts in the video, but also the children 

themselves realize the potential of sports and ultimately act in the direction of greater involvement of 

children with developmental disabilities in sports activities.  

 

The Rijeka sports association for persons with disabilities has its own para clubs and professional trainers 

who are constantly improving themselves in terms of working with PWDs, but external sources rarely want 

to finance recreational sports, which greatly increases the quality of life for this target group. Sports results 

and the creation of new Paralympians are very important to donors and the competition itself represents 

stress and discomfort for some, and a large number of them give up already at the start.  We are familiar 

with examples of negative consequences of bad results from a competition in a young person, who started 

stuttering due to the experienced level of stress at the competition. Rehabilitation sport is part of 

secondary rehabilitation. Every disabled person requires permanent rehabilitation. The goal of 
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rehabilitation sports is to train a person with a disability for independent living and to improve the person's 

physical and mental health, inform the person where and how to join a sports association, how and where 

to get the necessary sports equipment and help in choosing a sports activity. Rehabilitation sport develops 

psychomotor skills and it improves and maintains fitness in people with disabilities. In rehabilitative sports, 

it is very important to determine the type and category of disability in order to adapt the exercises and to 

make the rehabilitation successful. The best way of rehabilitation is to approach each person individually 

and introduce each person to all recreational activities and sports that are for the purpose of rehabilitation. 

An essential part of rehabilitation is creating a feeling of happiness and contentment, socialization and 

introduction into the community.  Elite sport is divided into top selective and top mass or non-selective 

sport. People with disabilities usually start with a recreational sport that later turns into a top sport. The 

elite sport of people with disabilities is similar to the sport of healthy athletes. To be a top sport, an athlete 

needs to have a strong will, make many sacrifices in life and practice hard. Through top sports, a person 

tests his limits and the capabilities of his body, has a need to prove himself and sets himself challenges and 

develops his personality. Top sport is oriented towards achieving top results and sporting successes. With 

this type of sport, the values and importance of exercise are lost, and only winning and achieving the 

greatest possible success is important.  



                                                                                                                                                        

49 

HOSPITALITY Project - 622169-EPP-1-2020-1-IT-SPO-SSCP. The publication reflects the view only of the author, and the European 

Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein. 

 

 

  



                                                                                                                                                        

50 

HOSPITALITY Project - 622169-EPP-1-2020-1-IT-SPO-SSCP. The publication reflects the view only of the author, and the European 

Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PART 4 - CASE STUDIES 
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Introduction 
 

In this chapter two case studies are presented, one in Italy, with the partner UISP, the other in Croatia, with 

the partner Rijeka Sport. 

Before the beginning of the gentle exercise and meditation courses, a questionnaire was administered to 

the course participants. The same questionnaire was administered at the end of the courses. 

The purpose of the questionnaire was to verify the improvement of the participants in the emotional and 

relational area. 

The results were positive: 

Gentle gymnastics and meditation produce positive and important psychological effects. They allow the 

person with a deficit to have a greater awareness of their emotional state and help to recognize what are 

their emotions. 

Furthermore, the self-esteem as the assessment and judgment that the person has of himself it has 

definitely improved. 

In addition, the results of the questionnaires show how sport creates more empathy and improves 

socialization. 

Also, the case studies demonstrate that gymnastics can improve concentration in daily activities and 

increase the ability to do several things at once. 
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Case study in Italy 
Intellectual disability is a disorder with onset in the developmental age and includes deficits in both 

intellectual and adaptive functioning in conceptual, social and practical fields. The aim of the project is to 

demonstrate the benefits of gentle gymnastics and meditation on people with mental disabilities. In 

particular, before and after the test to which they have been subjected goes to investigate the 

improvements they face in different areas, such as those emotional and relational. 

In this chapter, we analyse the results of the questionnaires administered to the participants of the courses 

organized by the UISP Cirié Settimo Chivasso Committee. 

The courses lasted approximately 6 months. They began in March 2021 in difficult conditions due to 

restrictions for the Covid-19 pandemic and resumed at full capacity in the second half of 2022.  

Classes were held 2 times a week and lasted one hour, of which 45 minutes of gentle gymnastics and 15 

minutes of “Mindfulness” meditation. 

We distributed a qualitative form to the participants before the start of the course and at the end of it. In 

cases of severe disability, the social worker who accompanied the disabled person completed the 

questionnaires for them.  

In this chapter, we analyse the results of the surveys. 

1.Can you recognize your emotional state? 

a) always 

 before  20% 

 after  30% 

b) some times 

 before  60% 

 after  60% 

c) Never 

 Before  20% 

 after  10% 

 

Gentle gymnastics and meditation produce positive and important psychological effects. They 

allow the person with a deficit to have a greater awareness of their emotional state and help to 
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recognize what are their emotions. In fact, this question aims to emphasize this benefit and show 

that from the beginning to the end of the project the user has acquired a greater awareness. 

 

2. How do you feel while you are doing sport? 

a) secure 

 before  30% 

 after  70% 

b) insecure 

 before  35%  

 after  65% 

c) relaxed 

 before  25% 

 after  45% 

d) tense 

 before  75% 

 after  55% 

e) I do not practice sport 

 before  70% 

 after  55% 

 

 

When you talk about the benefits of sport, you cannot help but talk about the effect it has on self-

esteem. We can define the self-esteem as the assessment and judgment that the person has of 

himself.  This image influences one’s own feeling of adequacy in different contexts, ability and 

effectiveness, the sense of control over situations and the level of self-acceptance. Sport allows 

you to test yourself, experience difficulties and disappointments that improve the awareness of 

limits and the ability to manage them, in turn improving the sense of self-esteem. The answers to 

this question have shown how sport makes you safer, learning to calibrate your limits and always 
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reaching new goals. This test has multiple answers, so the sum of the percentages is greater than 

100. 

 

3. Are you able to recognize when your mood changes 

a) Yes 

 before  30% 

 after  40% 

b) No 

 before  70% 

 after  60% 

 

Emotional competence can be enhanced in different places of life of the subject such as at home, at school, 

at work and in the sporting environment. The possessors of this ability are able to recognize and know how 

to dominate their emotions, understand their emotional changes and know how to control both positive 

and negative emotions. 

This question, as the first question, want to support the increased emotional awareness that develops 

thanks to meditation and gentle gymnastics. 

 

4. How do you feel when you meet new people? 

a) Introverted 

 before  40% 

 after  30% 

b) Extroverted 

 before  35% 

 after  50% 

 

 

c) Disinterested 

before  25% 

after   20% 
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Sport is very important for people with disabilities, especially because it allows them to enter or re-enter a 

social context. Within the sports world, the interactions that are established allow the subject to experience 

a wide range of emotions and learn to adapt the relationship to the people with whom it interacts. 

The question deepens this benefit and the results show how sport creates more empathy and improves 

socialization. 

5. When you carry out an activity or a job, you are: 

a) Concentrated  

 before  25% 

 after  35% 

b) Distracted 

 before  50% 

 after  45% 

c) Bored 

 before  25% 

 after  20% 

 

An important positive effect of gentle gymnastics and meditation is the improvement that they can bring to 

the activities that take place daily. In fact, sport for people with disabilities represents a new experience to 

face alone, and from which you gradually learn to take care of yourself.  

The question aims to test this positive effect; so how gymnastics can improve concentration in daily 

activities and increase the ability to do several things at once. 
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Case study in Croatia 
In Croatia, we evaluated the state of mind of our participants before and after the sports practice. The 

target group was persons with intellectual disabilities, as well as people with mental disorders or 

psychological troubles. We were using light gymnastics, meditation, stretching, and breathing exercises to 

reduce negative emotions and activate the target group.  

Here are some of the most interesting questions. 

 

 

 

After the practice, more persons stated that they can always recognize their emotional state. This can be an 

example of the benefits of sports activity, where people were feeling better afterward, or at least more 

capable to feel themselves.  
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After the practice, more people stated that they are feeling safe, while fewer people felt tense than before 

the practice. Persons who stated that they don't practice sports changed their minds after the practice.  
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After the practice, people felt more relaxed and happy than before. 

 

 

 

 

 

A slight change in the way of carrying out an activity or a job, where more people stated that after the 

practice they feel concentrated, while they were feeling bored or distracted before. 
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The level of attention has also risen after the practice, where more people stated that they feel a very high 

level of attention. Four persons who stated that they have a low level of attention have risen attention 

after the practice.  
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More people can easier recognize their physical sensations after the practice.  
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