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A. Brief 
 
 
O’Herlihy Communications (OHC) has been working with the Irish Sports Council 
(ISC) since it’s inception in 1999. The Irish Sports Council was established to 
promote and develop sport at elite and grassroots level.  
 
As part of its work with the Paralympic Council of Ireland (PCI), the ISC aimed to 
raise public awareness of Irish participation at the 2004 Paralympic Games and the 
effort by Paralympic athletes to represent Ireland at the Games in Athens.  
 
The Paralympics is an elite sports event for athletes from six different disability 
categories; Amputee, Cerebral Palsy, Intellectual disability, Wheelchair, Vision 
impaired and Les Autres meaning ‘the others’ which usually refers to athletes with a 
range of conditions that don’t fit into the other categories.  
 
The classification system aims to make the competitions fairer, within these six 
categories athletes are then grouped according to their differing level of impairment. 
4,000 athletes from 153 countries competed at 19 different sports at the Athens 
Games, now the second largest sporting event in the world. Elite disabled competitive 
sports dispel stigma surrounding disabilities and illuminate the realm of possibility. 
 
OHC was contracted to look after the media relations for the Paralympic effort, to 
encompass the pre-publicity stage, the team announcement, media training of athletes 
and to provide a press service during the Games. Publicity surrounding the team’s 
departure and homecoming were also under the remit of this project.  
 
Generating interest and understanding amongst the sporting and general public 
through local and national media was the priority.  
 
 
 
 

                



B. Statement of Objectives 
 
 
 
1. Raise the Profile of the Irish Team for the Athens 2004 Games and create 
personalities in the national and local media 
 
Explanation: It was important to raise the profile of the athletes who would be 
travelling to Athens, while at the same time it was important that the focus was not 
just on a handful of athletes and publicity was spread evenly throughout the team. 
 
It was felt that if the public could identify with certain athletes whose names and 
personal stories they knew, this would create more of a buzz at the time of the Games. 
Moreover, if a journalist profiled an athlete during the year, he/she would be more 
likely to follow their progress later in the year.  
 
 
2. Generate Publicity throughout 2004 and awareness and understanding of the 
Paralympics amongst the sporting and general public 
 
Explanation: Raising awareness of the Paralympics would not begin two weeks 
before the Games. Much of the work was done in the first half of the year through 
intense preparation.  
 
The way the sports media works in Ireland, there are five main sports - GAA, Rugby, 
Soccer, Racing and Golf. All other sports must battle for the rest of the limited 
available space on sports pages. In Olympic year, the focus switches somewhat to 
Olympic athletes.  
 
We had to ensure Paralympic athletes were also profiled as well as those preparing for 
the Olympics in Athens. Through our work with the sports and features media, we 
would have to attempt to position Paralympic athletes so they would be profiled in 
2004 in the build up to the Paralympics. Moreover, the Paralympic Games were held 
at the height of the GAA season in September, which meant we had to negotiate 
advance agreement with busy sports desks to ensure coverage.  
 
 
3. Media Training for athletes in early 2004 to avoid pressure getting to them 
from media attention and to maximise the media opportunities available to the 
Team 
 
Explanation: It was important to ensure the athletes did not lose focus in the build up 
to the Games as their main objective was competing. However, the athletes 
understood they had media commitments.  If our PR plan was a success, then several 
of the better known athletes would be the focus of media attention in the days and 
weeks leading into the Paralympic Games, particularly at local level generating 
interest among potential sponsors and increasing the support from the general public 
 
In order to make the athletes more comfortable with the media and to ensure they 
were confident to get across the message that they were elite athletes, the athletes 



would need to be media trained. In addition, some athletes were more severely 
disabled than others, and were shy about their disability, which may have made it 
difficult for them to communicate. An increased level of confidence among these 
athletes would help greatly if interviews and features were to be set up.  
 
 
4. Put in place Press Service for the Paralympic Games and act as a source of 
information before and throughout the Games 
 
Explanation: Due to the timing of the Paralympics and due to the limited budgets 
following the outlay on the Olympics in most media outlets, only RTE, News of the 
World and The Irish Times sent journalists to the Games.  
 
After speaking to every sports desk in Ireland and Northern Ireland, including the 
Belfast Telegraph, Irish News, UTV and BBC NI, we ensured that all sports desks 
would cover the games, even if they could not afford to have correspondents present. 
All media outlets received a comprehensive file of information on every athlete 
present in the form of a team handbook before the Games started.  
 
The Paralympics were held two weeks after the Olympics finished, so much of the 
media circus had moved on from the Olympics. In addition, the GAA season was in 
full swing.  
 
OHC in conjunction with 2 members of ISC executive (one in Athens) worked 
together as points of contacts throughout the games and much of the working day and 
after was spent dealing with media enquiries.  
 
 
5. Clarify difference between Paralympic Sport and the Special Olympics  
 
Explanation: There were several obvious problems associated with this objective. 
First of all, the phenomenal success of the Special Olympics in 2003 held in Ireland 
had created a great amount of confusion between Paralympic Sport and Special 
Olympic sport. 
 
In brief, the Paralympics is an elite sports event for athletes from six different 
physical disability groups. The Special Olympics focuses on those with intellectual 
disabilities who compete in competition where the emphasis is on participation. In the 
aftermath of 2003, while in no way downplaying the significance and role of the 
Special Olympics, the different nature of the Paralympics had to be underlined and 
explained.   
 
 
6. Focus on the Athlete’s ability first and disability second and explain and 
secure media and public complicated disabilities categories 
 
Explanation: It was vital that those who competed in the Games were seen as High 
Performance athletes with a disability and not people who were disabled competing in 
sport. The reports should always focus on ability first, disability second. 
 



Moreover, due to the often-complicated disability categories for the Paralympics, 
where athletes compete against other athletes of similar disability, there was often 
confusion as to what the categories meant. One of our tasks was to explain this to the 
sporting media and clarify this for the sporting public, mainly achieved through the 
production of the team handbook. 
 
 
7. Management of Expectations 
 
Explanation: It was the view of the PCI that the team travelling to Athens would be 
the best-prepared team ever sent to the Paralympics. The Team had prepared at warm 
weather camps and had the most up to date sports science and back up services 
available. 
 
However, the team going to Athens was competing in a Games with fewer disability 
categories than in the Sydney Paralympics – the most successful Games ever because 
a specific group of brilliant athletes just came together at the right time, when we won 
5 gold 3 silver and 1 bronze medal. Furthermore, the standard of competition had 
increased dramatically since the last games, so it was going to be harder than ever to 
match that level of success in Athens. 
 
Ireland went with three or four athletes who had a serious chance of a medal in 
Athens and several others who would come very close. However, it was expected that 
the medal haul in Sydney of 5 gold, 3 silver and I bronze would not be repeated. This 
message had to be translated so that when the team returned from Athens, even 
though they may have been less successful than at Athens they would have been 
successful relative to the standard of the games and changing times. 
 
The management of expectations of performances was an important strategic 
objective.  
 
 
8. Crisis Management Strategy 
 
Explanation: Doping issues are not restricted to the Olympics and there have been 
issues with the Paralympics, with athletes from some competing nations cheating in 
the past. Team disputes, trouble with local authorities and a severe accident or illness 
were just some of the potential crises that may have occurred.  
 
OHC, in association with the ISC and PCI, had pre-prepared crisis management 
responses for every eventuality we could think of and clear lines of communication 
and responsibilities.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



C. Programme Planning and Strategy 
 

1. Pre-Games Publicity – Features, Interviews, Accreditation Issues 
 
We felt that to raise the profile of the Irish participation in the 2004 Games, we 
needed to have a rollout of features from early 2004 leading up to September.  
 
OHC lobbied the sports desks and feature writers consistently to profile Irish 
Paralympians. As it transpired, we had a very positive response with features in most 
Sunday papers throughout 2004. The Sunday Times, Sunday Tribune and Star on 
Sunday were particularly positively disposed to our approaches as were the daily 
papers like the Examiner, Times and Independent.  
 
Radio shows such as Newstalk’s Off the Ball and RTE’s Sportsbag regularly profiled 
Paralympians as part of their Road to Athens magazine shows.  
 
Furthermore, OHC looked after the organisational issues on behalf of the PCI 
including accreditation of journalists and photographers. This was done before the 
summer.  
 
Most importantly, the Sports Council, PCI and OHC lobbied RTE extensively in early 
2004 to set aside time to cover the Paralympic Games. After the promise of support 
from the Sports Council with research issues, a crew was sent to Athens and six half 
hour shows presented by Tracy Piggott were shown throughout the Games, which was 
a huge boost to the coverage.  
 
 
2. Media Training For Athletes 
 
On Friday March 26th, the day all athletes would be present at a training camp in 
Limerick, a half-day media training session was organised (for format see appendix). 
 
A journalist from radio, print and TV was present to explain the workings and 
requirements of the media to the athletes and coaches and working groups were set up 
to act out practice interviews.  
 
Some of the athletes had never been interviewed before so we wanted to make sure 
they were all comfortable with the added attention we hoped to generate. Some 
athletes needed to have their confidence built up and have media competence 
increased.  
 
Cliona Foley from the Irish Independent, Colm Murray from RTE and Paul Collins 
from Today FM all attended the media training day. Colm and Cliona in particular 
have a huge interest in the Paralympics and Colm was in Athens covering the Games 
for RTE so his presence was especially important. He interviewed athletes in Athens 
and it was important they got to know him, so they would feel comfortable in an 
interview situation.  
 
The media-training day was a resounding success and it eased many athletes’ fears of 
dealing with the media in the months leading up to the Games.  



 
It is important to note here that the journalists in question did this as a goodwill 
gesture and only expenses were paid. This was greatly appreciated by the PCI.  
 
3. Team Announcement and Team Departure 
 
The Team Announcement was held on June 15th. This was the first time a set piece 
media event was held for this purpose. The announcement gained a huge amount of 
publicity in national and local media and in radio, print and TV. It provided another 
opportunity for the athletes to meet with journalists and crucially for the Paralympic 
profile to be highlighted and raised on a national level 
 
The Team Departure was also an excellent opportunity for us to gain publicity, and 
although the team left the day Ireland played a crucial World Cup qualifier game 
against Cyprus on a Saturday, the departure gained publicity and extensively in the 
locals for the following week.  
 
4. Media Handbook 
 
The Media Handbook was prepared in conjunction with the Irish Sports Council, 
OHC and the PCI.  
 
The Handbook profiled every athlete travelling to Athens and gave an in-depth 
explanation of disability categories. Every athlete, their age, medal prospects, career 
highs, main competitors were highlighted.  
 
This acted as a hugely important guide to all media and also helped manage 
expectations of how certain athletes expected to perform, i.e. some athletes were 
hoping to win medals, others were hoping for a top 10 finish.  It also gave personal 
bits of information that greatly helped the journalists when compiling reports.  
 
Crucially, as the handbook explained every aspect of the Games including disability 
categories, a history of Irish performances, it enabled journalists and hence the 
general public to understand every aspect of the Games. 
 
This Handbook was distributed to every sports and news desk in Ireland three weeks 
in advance of the Games.  
 
The Handbook was a resounding success, providing all relevant information on every 
athlete in a short and concise manner. Several members of the media called to thank 
OHC/ISC for the Handbook and commented on its simplicity and ease.  
 
*The Handbook is also provided as an appendix.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



5.  Liam Moggan Crisis 
 
Thankfully, the only crisis we endured occurred before the games when athletics team 
manager Liam Moggan was taken ill with severe food poisoning.  
 
Just days before the games while at a pre-Games training camp in Cyprus, Liam was 
taken ill and could not attend the games and was forced to fly home for treatment. 
This could have had a potentially damaging effect on the morale of the team, many of 
whom trusted and respected Liam.  
 
However, a swift statement was issued and the PCI put in place pre-planned measures 
so that team preparation would not be adversely affected. This was communicated to 
the national media immediately.  
 
 
6. Press Service for the Paralympic Games 
 
OHC and the ISC combined to put in place a Press Service for the Games for all 
media outlets at local and national level.  
 
Prior to the games, every sports editor in Ireland and NI was contacted and space was 
agreed for covering the Games. Most sports outlets would not have covered the 
Games in as much detail were it not for the Press Service we had in place.  
 
Paul McDermott from the Irish Sports Council travelled to Athens and was the media 
point of contact in Athens. Mick O’Keeffe was the point of contact for media in 
Dublin, supported by ISC staff, and Paul submitted reports after every event an Irish 
athlete was competing in, which were then developed into press releases distributed to 
all the sports desks by OHC. Successful athletes were also interviewed over the phone 
when appropriate for quotes.  
 
 In addition, a freelance photographer, Don Meghan, who specialised in Paralympic 
sport, was accredited and OHC arranged a special temporary deal between this 
photographer and the INPHO Sports Photography Agency who would distribute the 
pictures for free on behalf of the ISC to all national press and relevant local press.  We 
also built up a bank of photographs of all the athletes from training camps, which 
could be sent to accompany press releases and reports and could be used on television 
as headshots.  
 
For every day the Games were on, including Saturday and Sunday, the press received 
daily releases from OHC, including a review of the Irish performances that day, a 
preview of the next day, quotes and photos where relevant.  
 
All the national paper used our reports. This also enabled us to highlight excellent 
performances and get across the message that this was a huge sporting occasion with 
superbly talented athletes competing.  
 
A comprehensive website – www.teamireland.ie - was developed two months prior to 
the beginning of the Games by the ISC to provide supporters of the Paralympic effort 
and all media outlets with live updates on every Irish performance, comprehensive 



profiles of all the athletes and the competition timetable. This site was publicised 
through the ISC newsletter and on the ISC website and a press release was sent to all 
sports desks highlighting the creation of the site. In addition an email address was also 
set up so the public could send messages of support to the team 
(supporttheteam@pcireland.ie) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

D. The Measurement Stage - Monitoring and Evaluation 
 

1. Media Coverage/Homecoming 
 

The proof of our success is in the phenomenal level media coverage achieved, some 
of which is attached as an appendix to the submission. More pleasingly, several 
Paralympic athletes were welcomed home to rapturous local homecomings and were 
recipients of special presentations by local dignitaries. The team received a special 
reception at Dublin airport when all national TV, radio and print were present.  
 
At the end of 2004, several athletes received national honours at high profile national 
awards ceremonies. Dave Malone was a winner of the prestigious Texaco Sports 
Award and was interviewed live at the televised 2004 RTE Sports Star of the Year 
Awards and Paralympians appeared on national talk shows such as Ireland AM, and 
children’s TV programmes like S@titutde.  
 
The entire Paralympic Team of 2004 was also honoured at a reception in Croke Park 
hosted by the Minister for Arts, Sport and Tourism and for the first time ever 
President, Mary McAleese hosted a reception for the team and support staff in the 
Aras in recognition of their success.  
 
2. Legacy 
 
One of the most pleasing aspects of this Campaign is the legacy we have left behind.  
 
Contact has been made with sports desks to negotiate coverage of Paralympic sports 
in the Irish media. The UK media, in particular BBC and the Guardian and Times 
newspapers have a tradition of covering disabled sport, which does not exist in 
Ireland. However, RTE are now committed to covering he Paralympics in future and 
the national press will be receptive to taking results and news relating to the 
Paralympics. OHC will continue to work with the ISC and PCI.  
 
 The response from the media since the Games has been excellent and we are putting 
in place a campaign that will highlight competitions our Paralympic athletes are 
competing in the run up to the next Paralympics such as the World and European 
Championships which are not normally covered. The Sports media now understand 
and respect Paralympic sport and the effort made by our disabled athletes. RTE have 
launched a new TV show for minority sports and will cover Paralympic sport. This in 
our view is one of the most significant outcomes.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



E. Budget 
 
€12,500-€32,000: The core fees for this project were kept to €20,000 for the year, 
which included all pre-publicity, media training, the press service for the Games, 
feature story writing and the team’s departure and homecoming.  
 
There were additional costs involved including the hiring of photographers and the 
printing of the team handbooks. 
 
 
 

F. Appendix 
 

·  We have enclosed a limited number of clippings from each stage of the 
campaign. 

 
·  Also enclosed are some third party references 

 
·  Format for Media Training 

 
·  Press Release Samples 

 
 
 
 
 
 


