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Deaf Badminton: Strong Bonds and Trust
Take Two Sisters to the Top

Without sound, every move demands
sharp observation and split-second judgment.

The sound of the shuttlecock being struck, the racket cutting through the
air, partners calling out to each other... Badminton is a sport played by
relying on all kinds of sounds. Deaf badminton, however, is played by
athletes who are deaf or hard of hearing, so sight and intuition are
everything. Players need sharp observation and split-second judgment to
read the shuttlecock and their opponents' movements.

Standing at the top of the world in this sport are the Yakabe sisters,
Ayaka and Mai. They have played doubles together since 2021 and have
competed on the world stage. At the TOKYO 2025 DEAFLYMPICS held in
fall 2025, the first time the event was hosted in Japan, they won gold
medals in both the women's doubles and the mixed team events.

Older sister Ayaka started the sport in her first year of elementary
school, after being invited to join a club at her school for the deaf. Inspired
by how much fun her sister was having, younger sister Mai joined the same
club at age five. After competing in the 2021 Deaflympics, she began to
take the sport seriously.

Using deaf sports as a bridge
toward a society where people with and without
hearing impairments can thrive together.

"My sister is good at offense, and my strength lies in my tenacity. The
synergy of our different styles means we make very few mistakes, and that
is our weapon," says Ayaka. In deaf badminton, where rallies are long,
steady and mistake-free play strongly draws victory closer. The sisters look
back on the July 2023 World Deaf Badminton Championships as their most
frustrating moment. They finished in the top eight, and Ayaka moved from
Fukuoka to Tokyo for work, seeking an environment where she could grow
stronger. Even while living apart, they stayed in close contact and kept
training, and those days led to this recent achievement.

"l want to give dreams to children who aspire to play deaf sports," says
Mai. Ayaka adds, "I want deaf badminton to be a starting point for an
inclusive society. | would be happy if our example encourages people to try
learning sign language, or to reach out to someone in need." The sisters
believe that the image of them competing will one day help change society.
With that thought in their hearts, they continue to move forward with
strength.
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Attacking fearlessly
with her signature smash!

Mai has a fiercely competitive personality.

Her offense style complements her sister's defense.
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Tenacious and unyielding defense!

With her calm personality,
Ayaka's signature is her tenacious play.
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Interview with a para-athlete
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Deaf Badminton Athletes

Ayaka Yakabe (older sister)

Mai Yakabe (younger sister)

Both from Fukuoka Prefecture, Ayaka was born in 2002 and
Mai in 2004. Both were diagnosed with hearing
impairments in early childhood and took up deaf
badminton. Since 2021 they have played doubles together
and represented Japan in international competitions. At the
TOKYO 2025 DEAFLYMPICS, they won gold medals in both
the women's doubles and the mixed team events. Ayaka is
employed by Zenrin DataCom Co., Ltd. Mai is currently a
student at Chikushi Jogakuen University.
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