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1. Divisioning

What is Divisioning? 
The thing that makes Special Olympics unique and di�erent 
to other sports organisations is that:
athletes of all ability levels are encouraged to participate and every 
athlete is recognised for their performance. Divisioning is when 
athletes compete with other athletesof similar ability.

How does Divisioning work?
There are 3 key factors in divisioning: Ability is the most important
 factor, followed by AgeandGender. So, athletes are divisioned using
 the following steps:

What happens if this is not possible?
Sometimes there are too few athletes of similar ability, age or 
gender to make a quality competitive division, so:– 
the age groups can be broadened– orgenders may be mixed– 
ora one or two person division may occur. This shouldalways be an 
exception as at all times the aim is to o�era quality competitive 
experiencefor all our athletes.

.

Divide by Gender

 Firstly, athletes are
 divided bygender.
 Ideally females
 compete against
 females and males 
compete against 
males. When a team
consists of both male
and female athletes, 
the team is 
considered a male
 team and competes
 in a male division.

Divide by Age

The next step is to 
divide the group by 
athletes’ ages in the 
following categories: 
Individual sports 
8-11 years
12-15 years 
16-21 years
22-29 years
30 years and 
over Team sports 
15 years and 
under16-21 years
22 years and over

Divide byAbility
To completethe 
process,divide the
groupaccording to
their ability with a 
minimum of 3 and 
a maximum of 8
athletes or teams 
of similar ability
in each group. 

2. Honest E�ort

When every athlete/team participates to the best of their ability
n every division regardless of the level of competition,
 this is called Honest E�ort Participation. 

It was introduced by Special Olympics International in 1995
following repeated incidents of cheating, where athletes
deliberately underperformed in preliminary rounds in order
to be placed in a lower division giving them a better chance of 
securing a medal in �nals.

Honest E�ort applies in every Special Olympics competition but 
its application in timed and measured events, such asswimming, 
athletics and alpine skiing, is key.

At Area level, coaches submit entry forms with the times or scores 
of their athlete. Sometimes, because it is not practical to run 
preliminary rounds, athletes are divisioned based onthese entry
scores.

In �nals, any athlete whose score is 15% better than their entry 
score will be disquali�ed. The only exception is in developmental 
events where a 20%  margin is allowed.

The entry/divisioning score should be the best score of the 
athlete, their Personal Best.  The idea is that a 15% / 20% 
increase on this score is a very fair allowance for 
performance improvement in a �nal.

What can a coach do to ensure an athlete is not Disquali�ed?
 – keep accurate records of the athletes’ times ordistances over a 
       number of training sessions
– consider if the athlete tends to perform better or worse in a
       competition environment and ensure they take appropriate care 
        that the time/distance entered for theathlete will be re�ective 
         of his/her performance on the day
– update an athlete’s score after the deadline for entry forms, 
       but before the competition date itself, by submitting an 
Improved Performance Form. 
EachRegional O�ce has details on deadlines for submission of 
Improved Performance Forms.

Remember: It is the coach’s responsibility to submit accurate
and recently recorded times and distancesfor each athlete’s 
entry score.

3. Quotas and Selections

What is a Quota?
A quota is the maximum number of athletes which
mayparticipate in any competition depending on:

the size and space in the venue 
and 
the time available to run the competition

Generally at Area level, any athlete who wishes to compete has the
opportunity to do just that, so quotas are not particularly relevant. 
As athletes progress from Area, to Regional and Special Olympics
Ireland level, quotas are established because of the number of
athletes. Therefore,athletes must be fairly selected in order to 
advance throughthese levels of competition. 

How does an athlete advance from one level ofcompetition
to the next?

Firstly, all eligible gold medal winners of every division maybe 
selected to advance to the next level of competition. Where there 
is a quota established, athletes are selectedthrough a random 
selection process in order to �ll thequota. In other words:

Random Selection ProcessIf

Step 1
If the numberof eligible
athletes is thesame as 
thequota, then all gold
medal winners progress.
For example, 
if the quota is 10 athletes
and there are 10 gold 
medal winners, all 
athletes go through to
the next level of 
competition.

Step 2
If the number of gold 
medal winners exceeds
the quota, then random 
selection of all gold 
medal winners, will 
takeplace. 
For example, 
if the quota is 10 
athletes and there are
15 gold medal winners, 
random selection from 
the15 gold medal 
winners will take place,
to �ll thequota of 10.

Step 3
If there are not
su�cient gold 
medallists to �ll the 
quota, all gold
medallists advance
and the remaining 
quota is �lled by 
random selection of
 all eligible silver 
medallists until the 
quota is �lled.
Again, if the quota is 
10 athletes, but there
 are 5 gold medal
 winners only, these
 5 automatically 
advance and the 
remaining 5 are �lled,
again randomly, from
 all the silver medal
 winners. This process
 will continue sequentially
 through bronze medallists,
 4th, 5th and so forth, 
until all places are �lled.


