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Editorial on the Research Topic

Safeguarding in sports

Despite being a universal and ancient activity, sport as we know it today has changed

significantly from its historical roots. Such changes were especially noticeable during the

20th century. The establishment of many major international sporting organizations; the

increased opportunities for participation of marginalized groups, such as women and

people with disabilities; the use of sport as a tool to promote social inclusion; and, more

recently, discussions around e-sports being included in global definitions of sport have

all resulted in profound change in the landscape of sport.

One of the most substantial changes has been in the burgeoning attention now paid

to “safeguarding” in sport. Over the past two decades, sports practitioners, policymakers,

and governments from across the globe have begun to recognize that while there are

many well-established benefits to sports participation, sport can also be a site of abuse,

exploitation, and other non-accidental harms that can have devastating consequences

for athletes. This has resulted in a significant increase in scientific attention being paid

to safeguarding issues in sport. Often prompted by high-profile cases of violence and

abuse appearing in the media, international, national, and local sports and non-sports

organizations and authorities have also begun to develop strategies aimed at safeguarding

those in sport.

“Safeguarding” is generally understood broadly as covering the maintenance and

promotion of physical and mental health and wellbeing. In sport, safeguarding research

has tended to focus on issues that can negatively impact athletes’ physical and mental

health and wellbeing, predominantly exploring relational problems such as forms

of maltreatment: bullying; emotional, physical, and sexual violence; neglect; hazing;

discrimination and exclusion; and poor coaching practice, all of which can have

significant and long-lasting consequences for those affected. Many of these topics are

considered in this Research Topic.

“Safeguarding” is also a contested term. Originating in 1501 in England, the term is

defined by the Oxford English Dictionary, the largest dictionary of the English language,

as “keeping secure from danger or attack; to guard, protect, defend; to make safe.” It was

first used in child welfare legislation in the UK in the early 2000s and signaled a shift

away from services that aimed to protect a relatively small number of “at risk” children

and toward a broader more holistic agenda that sought to proactively prevent harm and
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promote positive outcomes for all children. It has since been

adopted beyond the UK and has come to be used when

referring to adults as well as children. As a result, the

term is often conceptualized differently in different countries;

sometimes restricted to usage relating only to purposeful abuse

perpetrated against children, and sometimes used more loosely

to incorporate a wider range of intentional and non-intentional

harms including those perpetrated against other groups.

Effective safeguarding requires a multi- and inter-

disciplinary approach with interventions enacted across

different levels of sport—macro-, exo-, meso, and micro-level—

and the engagement of sports organizations and stakeholders

from across the performance spectrum. Many organizations

and stakeholders have risen to this challenge, collaborating

with scholars from the social sciences, applied sciences,

and humanities to uncover the nature and prevalence of

maltreatment in sport; design, monitor, and evaluate prevention

programs; and develop policies to better prevent and respond to

these issues. Pioneering researchers such as Celia Brackenridge,

Peter Donnelly, Sandra Kirby, and Kari Fasting opened this

new field, which is now being developed by other scholars from

many different countries. Embedding effective safeguarding

in sport is a complex challenge that can only be overcome if

everyone involved, however small or tangential their role, plays

their part.

This Research Topic articles collates some of the latest

original research on safeguarding in sport from around the

world. It is hoped this will contribute in some way to supporting

those involved in sport—funders, policymakers, managers,

coaches and other practitioners, and academics—to enhance

their understanding of this important topic. We also hope it

will contribute to both raising awareness of safeguarding among

sport stakeholders and researchers and enhancing safeguarding

practice in sport.

Structure of the Research Topic

In collating this Research Topic (RT) on Safeguarding in

Sports we have been intentionally broad in how we have

interpreted “safeguarding”, including empirical work on a wide

range of topics such as maltreatment, violence, (child) abuse,

discrimination, and policy development. The RT comprises

investigations of different types of violence, maltreatment, and

harm in sport; conceptual discussions of the nature, prevalence

and prevention of (forms of) maltreatment; critical discussions

of the effects of maltreatment on those affected; and analyses of

strategies on safeguarding in sport.

The Research Topic comprises 17 peer-reviewed articles

from scholars from around the world and includes original

research reports, review articles, and case studies using a range

of methods and theoretical approaches. Reviewers comprised

international experts and the RT was coordinated by topic

editors Miguel Nery (Portugal), Peter K. Smith (UK), Melanie

Lang (UK), Tine Vertommen (Belgium), and Ashley Stirling

(Canada). Articles were published in two Journals: Frontiers in

Psychology, and Frontiers in Sport and Active Living.

Content of the Research Topic

Articles cover the following four themes:

• The role of sports culture in athlete maltreatment

• Sexual violence and bullying

• Injury prevention

• Prevention initiatives.

The role of sports culture in athlete
maltreatment

The first theme focuses on sports culture and how this

contributes to athlete maltreatment. In the paper “Can you

deny her that?” Processes of governmentality and socialization of

parents in elite women’s gymnastics, Smits et al. draw attention

to abusive practices embedded in elite women’s gymnastics

culture and the important role of parents in addressing this.

Meanwhile, in Navigating in the gray area of coach-athlete

relationships in sports: Toward an in-depth analysis of the

dynamics of athlete maltreatment experiences, Marsollier and

Hauw explore the process of how athlete maltreatment escalates

and identify the warning signs to look out for to prevent

serious safeguarding issues. The paper “Safe sport is not for

everyone”: Equity-deserving athletes’ perspectives of, experiences

and recommendations for safe sport from Gurgis et al. presents

one of the first studies to explore athletes’ understandings of safe

sport and their experiences of this.

Sexual violence and bullying

Explorations of sexual forms of violence in sport are a

common theme in this Research Topic, appearing in five articles.

In From silence to speaking up about sexual violence in Greece:

Olympic journeys in a culture that neglects safety, Chroni and

Kavoura trace how patriarchy and collectivism contribute to the

perpetration of and silence about sexual violence in Greek sport

through an analysis of news articles reporting sexual violence

experienced by Greek athletes. In Sexual violence at university:

Are varsity athletes more at risk? Parent et al. investigate the

risk factors for experiencing sexual violence among athletes

who compete at varsity levels. Meanwhile, Alexandre et al.

explore sport stakeholders’ perceptions of the risk factors for

sexual violence in sport in their paper Perceptions of sexual

abuse in sport: A qualitative study in the Portuguese sports
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community. Meanwhile, St-Pierre et al. use court judgements

and media reports in Exploring the modus operandi of coaches

who perpetrated sex offenses in Canada to identify the modus

operandi of coaches convicted of sexual violence in an attempt

to developmore effective preventionmeasures. Finally, attention

turns to the experiences of a “survivor” of child sexual abuse in

sport and their journey from acceptance to healing in Gillard et

al.’s paper, Putting the puzzle back together- a narrative case study

of an athlete who survived child sexual abuse in sport.

The remaining articles within this theme address the

enactment of different forms of violence. In Gender-based

violence against trans∗ individuals: A netnography of Mary

Gregory’s experience in powerlifting, Taha-Thomure et al.

examine virtual forms of violence faced by a transgender

powerlifter. Meanwhile, two papers address bullying. In “It

can be a very fine line”: Professional footballers’ perceptions of

the conceptual divide between bullying and banter, Newman et

al. explore how English professional football (soccer) players

conceptualize bullying and when they consider the line between

friendly banter and bullying to have been crossed. And in “I

gave up football and I had no intention of ever going back”:

Retrospective experiences of victims of bullying in youth sport,

Ríos et al. investigate athletes’ experiences of bullying, how they

cope with it, and its impact.

Injury prevention

Two articles in the RT focus on the prevention of head

injuries in sport. In White et al.’s paper Imposing compulsory,

Rugby Union on schoolchildren: An analysis of English state-

funded secondary schools, compulsory rugby union in school

PE and the risks it poses to children’s health comes under

the spotlight. Meanwhile, in Safeguarding athletes against head

injuries through advances in technology: A scoping review of

the uses of machine learning in the management of sports-

related concussion, Tjønndal and Røsten present a review of

evidence on machine learning as a prevention tool for sports-

related concussion.

Prevention initiatives

The final theme focuses on approaches to prevention. In

Listening to athletes’ voices: National team athletes’ perspectives on

advancing safe sport in Canada, Willson et al. offer an alternative

to traditional top-down approach to the development of safe

sport policies by asking athletes about their recommendations

for developing safe sport.

Advances in the prevention of sexual violence in sport are

addressed in several papers, including Verhelle et al.’s article

Preventing sexual violence in sport: The determinants of positive

coach-bystander behavior, which identifies the determining

characteristics of coach bystander behavior. Meanwhile, the

importance of policy development and implementation is the

focus of Johansson’s article From policy to practice: Measures

against sexual abuse by Swedish Sports Federations, which

unpicks the measures in place to protect athletes from sexual

abuse in Swedish youth sport federations. Finally, in Barriers and

facilitators of reporting child rights violations in sport: Stakeholder

perspectives, Tuakli-Wosornu et al. analyze athletes’ and child

rights experts’ understandings of existing pathways to report

violence and abuse.

In summary, we hope that this Research Topic draws

attention to the pressing issue of safeguarding in sport to

stimulate further research in this emerging field and to be

of help to practitioners, who are key to ensuring good

safeguarding practice.
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“I Gave Up Football and I Had No
Intention of Ever Going Back”:
Retrospective Experiences of Victims
of Bullying in Youth Sport
Xènia Ríos1,2, Carles Ventura1,2* and Pau Mateu2,3

1 Institut Nacional d’Educació Física de Catalunya (INEFC), Universitat de Barcelona, Barcelona, Spain, 2 Grup d’Investigació
Social i Educativa de l’Activitat Física i de l’Esport, (GISEAFE), Barcelona, Spain, 3 Universitat de Barcelona (UB), Barcelona,
Spain

Bullying is a global issue that, beyond school, is present in different social contexts,
such as sport environments. The main objective of this study was to get to know the
experiences of victims of bullying in sport throughout their youth sport training. Semi-
structured interviews to four Spanish women and seven Spanish men were carried
out, within an age range of 17–27 (Mage = 21 years, SD = 3.69). The following main
themes were established by means of a hierarchical content analysis: (a) “bullying
characterization,” (b) “dealing with bullying,” and (c) “consequences of bullying.” The
results show the presence of physical, verbal and social bullying in the sport context,
with the changing room being the space where this type of behavior is most frequently
developed. Most victims show an internal attribution (self-blame) for the bullying event,
related to their motor skills and their personal physical and psychological characteristics.
Double victimization can be observed, at the sport club and at the educational center.
Passive strategies are used to deal with the situation, while little support is shown by
sport agents (teammates and coaches). The victims, as a consequence of the bullying
experience, suffer from short and long-term negative effects on a psychosocial level.
The study highlights the necessity to design and implement programs focused on the
prevention, detection and intervention of bullying for sport organizations, bearing in mind
all the agents that make them up (coaches, management teams, families, and players).
Furthermore, the importance of promoting the creation of safe sport environments, free
from any kind of violence, is emphasized.

Keywords: bullying, youth sport, retrospective experiences, victims, sport club

INTRODUCTION

The International Society for Physical Activity and Health (ISPAH) mentions sport practice as one
of the best “investments” to promote the practice of physical activity among citizens (Milton et al.,
2021). Although differences are observed between countries around the world (Tremblay et al.,
2016), in Europe approximately two out of three children and adolescents perform some type of
sport practice at sport clubs (Kokko et al., 2019). Studies show that the sport context becomes
an adequate space to promote a correct physical, psychological and social development among
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its participants (Banjac et al., 2020). In addition, sport practice
during childhood will predict optimal physical activity habits
during adulthood and an improvement in their cardio-metabolic
state (Murphy et al., 2016; Logan et al., 2020). At the same
time, it is customary to relate it to the development of a series
of “positive” behaviors and values, although sport practice it is
not, per se, good or bad (Banjac et al., 2020). Thus, while pro-
social behaviors may occur, it might enable the emergence of
an environment in which negative behaviors can be normalized
and the appearance of situations such as bullying can be favored
(Logan et al., 2020; Milovanović et al., 2020).

Bullying is defined as a set of negative behaviors, with
the intention of harming a victim, carried out repeatedly
over time and involving an imbalance of power or strength
between those involved (aggressor-victim) (Olweus, 1994).
It can be classified according to traditional bullying and
cyberbullying (Chu et al., 2019), with a prevalence of 35 and
15%, respectively (Modecki et al., 2014). Traditional bullying
includes the typologies of physical (hitting, pushing, damaging
belongings. . .), verbal (insulting, name-calling, making fun of
others. . .) and social bullying (excluding, ignoring. . .) (Menesini
and Salmivalli, 2017). At the same time, these typologies
can present a direct interaction (face to face between the
aggressor and the victim) or without explicit interaction
between them (Olweus, 2006). Cyberbullying is a type of
bullying through the use of mobile phones or the Internet
(Smith, 2019b) and is characterized by the possibility the
aggressor has to hide their identity, as well as by the rapid
dissemination of the contents offered by the virtual space (Smith
et al., 2008). Bullying is understood as a social process, and
cannot be reduced to a bidirectional dynamic between the
aggressor and the victim (Salmivalli et al., 1996), since the
behavior adopted by “equals” will be of great importance to
maintain or inhibit these situations (Nocentini et al., 2020).
Regarding the health effects of being a victim of bullying, the
appearance of problems related to anxiety, depression, non-
suicidal self-harm, suicidal ideation, suicide attempts, substance
abuse, decreased academic performance, social isolation and
psychosomatic alterations is observed (Moore et al., 2017).
These effects are important in the short term, especially
during childhood and adolescence, and persist throughout
adulthood (Arseneault, 2018; deLara, 2019; Camodeca and
Nava, 2020), although they tend to decrease in the long term
(Schoeler et al., 2018).

Although research into the bullying phenomenon has been
focused on the school since its early studies in the 1970s by
Olweus (1978), bullying appears in other social contexts (Monks
and Coyne, 2011), such as sport (Nery et al., 2019). The interest in
research on bullying in the sport world is more recent and, above
all, it has been devoted to the analysis of the prevalence of the
victimization of the phenomenon, observing wide and dissimilar
ranges that vary from 8.9% (Nery et al., 2019) to 48.8% (Mishna
et al., 2019). This variability, as it occurs in the educational
context according to Smith (2019a), may happen due to the use of
different conceptual criteria on the phenomenon and dissimilar
methodological elements used in each of the studies (Vveinhardt
and Fominiene, 2019). In relation to the risk factors of becoming

a victim of bullying in sport, the presentation of some type of
disability (Danes-Staples et al., 2013), being overweight (Bacchini
et al., 2015), belonging to ethnic minorities (Kentel and McHugh,
2015), the sexual orientation -homophobic bullying- (Baiocco
et al., 2018; Denison et al., 2020) or having poor sport skills (Kerr
et al., 2016; Mishna et al., 2019; Vveinhardt et al., 2019b; Flores
et al., 2020) stand out. Boys present higher rates of aggression, but
not victimization (Evans et al., 2016; Vveinhardt and Fominiene,
2019), the typology of verbal bullying is the most frequent and the
changing room is the sport space where more bullying situations
appear (Mishna et al., 2019; Nery et al., 2019; Flores et al.,
2020). Regarding the coping strategies that victims adopt in
bullying situations, Nery et al. (2019) observed, with a sample
of male athletes that, above all, they used strategies focused
on emotions, communicating the situation to the family and/or
the coach. Stirling et al. (2011) highlight that traditional sport
culture does not encourage victims to break the law of silence
as it is considered a sign of weakness, which causes continuity
in bullying behaviors by the aggressor (Vveinhardt et al., 2017).
On the other hand, bullying in sport has a negative emotional
impact on the victims (Kentel and McHugh, 2015), who tend
not to enjoy the sport, to have low self-esteem (Jewett et al.,
2019), to feel isolated from the rest of the team (Evans et al.,
2016), to have a low athletic as well as academic performance
(Vveinhardt et al., 2017; Jewett et al., 2019) and to change sport
clubs or abandon sport practice (Evans et al., 2016; Nery et al.,
2020).

In recent years, studies have appeared that have dealt with
analyzing the phenomenon of sport bullying from focus groups
with coaches, families, and athletes (Flores et al., 2020), through
interviews with coaches (Vveinhardt et al., 2019b; Nery et al.,
2020), athletes and former athletes (Nery et al., 2020), team sport
captains (Kerr et al., 2016) and professional players (Newman
et al., 2021). However, there has been little research looking
at bullying situations among the victims themselves. Jewett
et al. (2019) analyzed the negative emotional consequences of
being a victim and Vveinhardt et al. (2019a) focuses on its
nature, causes and consequences. Given the absence of research
analyzing the phenomenon of bullying in sport in depth from the
perspective of the victims themselves during childhood and/or
adolescence, the purpose of this research was to determine
retrospectively the experiences of bullying among athletes who
had been victimized during their youth sport training. The
obtained results may be of interest to the professionals in the
sport environment (coaches, psychologists, sport leaders, etc.)
as they will allow a more specific knowledge of the problem
and the design of preventive, detection or intervention strategies
adapted to the context.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Philosophical Underpinning
This descriptive and retrospective research is located in the
post-positivist paradigm. According to Lincoln et al. (2011),
post-positivism is adhered to the critical realistic ontology,
suggesting the existence of an external and objective reality but,
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given that observations are fallible, it is assumed that this can
only be apprehended from an imperfect way. Regarding the
epistemological approach of post-positivism, the authors refer
to a modified dualism/objectivism. Thus, it is understood that
researchers may approach external reality, but the fallibility of
their observations, as well as possible biases based on ideological
positions and personal values, may affect the way in which
they understand what is analyzed. Assuming the existence of an
external and objective reality favors, according to Sparkes and
Smith (2014), the formulation of stable guidelines that facilitate
the control and prediction of phenomena.

Participants
After disseminating the research through social media and
emails, participants were recruited using a non-probabilistic
sampling by criteria (Sparkes and Smith, 2014). At the same
time, this sample was expanded with a snowball sampling
(Parker et al., 2019). The inclusion criterion for the participants
in this study was to have been victims of bullying in sport
throughout their youth sport training. This criterion was assessed
through a previous individual interview with the participants,
where their experiences were assessed to be consistent with
the characteristics of bullying established by Olweus (1994).
A total of 13 people were interested in participating in the
study. After reviewing the inclusion criterion, two potential
participants were dismissed: one of them had suffered from
bullying exclusively in the school environment, while the other
one had been a victim of bullying by his coach and not by their
equals. Finally, 11 people (four women and seven men) were
considered valid to be part of the present study. At the time of
the interview, participants were 17–27 years old (Mage = 21 years,
SD = 3.69). When they experienced the bullying situation, they
were between 10 and 16 years old and practiced individual and
collective sports in various sport clubs in Catalonia (Spain).
To ensure anonymity of the participants, they were assigned a
pseudonym. Also, the data presented in the article are sufficient
to answer the purpose of the research and, at the same time,
do not allow the identification of the interviewees. Two of the
participants had a disability: hearing disability (Martí) and visual

TABLE 1 | Participants of the study.

Pseudonym Age at the time of
the interview

Gender Sport category at the
time of victimization

Martí 22 Male Football

David 18 Male Basketball

Roger 22 Male Football

Noa 17 Female Basketball

Gerard 24 Male Football

Carla 27 Female Swimming

Ivan 18 Male Basketball

Anna 27 Female Basketball

Diego 18 Male Swimming

Victor 18 Male Basketball

Laura 20 Female Athletics

disability (Diego). The characteristics of the participants are
shown in Table 1.

Instrument
For data collection, the authors chose to conduct semi-
structured interviews (Sparkes and Smith, 2014). This method
provided flexibility, as it allowed to change the order of the
questions, making additional ones, and intentionally orienting
the participants toward the goal of the research (Flick, 2009).
At the same time it gave greater control to the interviewees,
allowing them to explain their experiences in depth, in their
own words and without limitations (Sparkes and Smith, 2014).
Creswell (2012) declared that this data gathering method
is particularly useful for exploring sensitive and emotional
issues such as bullying victimization. An interview script was
designed based on a review of the bullying literature in the
sport context (Fisher and Dzikus, 2017; Nery et al., 2020).
The interview consisted of an initial part where information
about less sensitive personal issues was discussed, such as
their first sport experiences. The main part of the interview
followed, where the participants were asked to explain in
detail their bullying experiences, such as the coping strategies
used by the victims or the consequences of the experienced
situation, among others.

Procedure
The study participants were sent a written document of informed
consent stating the purpose and procedure of the research and its
voluntary and anonymous nature and confidentiality of the data
analysis. They were also offered the opportunity to ask questions
to the authors. In addition, permission was sought for the audio
recording of the interview, so that it could be transcribed for
further data analysis. In the case of underage participants, this
informed consent was signed by their parents or guardians. Once
the informed consents were signed and submitted, a day and an
hour were agreed upon for the interview. The interviews were
conducted by the first author between December of 2020 and
February of 2021. They were recorded using a digital recorder
and the audio files, as well as the transcriptions, were kept by
the first author of the article. No one was able to access the
content of the interviews except for the first author, and only
the obtained information was shared with the research team.
Given the pandemic crisis situation that arose as a result of
COVID-19, the interviews were conducted in an online format
using the Zoom platform. The interview was carried out by
the first author without the presence of anyone else and it was
recommended to be in a quiet place. Before the interview began,
they were reminded of the purpose of the study and the ethical
considerations such as that the results or information of the
study that were potentially identifiable would be omitted (Jewett
et al., 2019). In addition, participants were informed, both in
the document of informed consent and verbally before the start
of the interview, the right to request to stop recording at any
time during the interview or to end it if requested (deleting
the audio file). The interviews lasted an average of 52 min
(range 40–65 min). All interviews were digitally recorded and
verbatim transcribed.
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Data Analysis
A hierarchical content analysis of deductive-inductive nature was
carried out. Following the directions of Sparkes and Smith (2014),
the process followed a series of steps. In a first step of immersion,
the authors read and re-read the interview transcripts, becoming
familiar with the data. Categories were then identified and coded
in the second step, those fragments of text that were interpreted
as relevant issues in bullying experiences. In the third step, once
the coding was done, the authors contrasted and connected the
established categories by grouping them around three higher
order themes that seemed to make sense to the participants,
namely: (a) characterization of bullying, (b) dealing with bullying,
and (c) consequences of bullying. The fourth step of this process
consisted of re-examining the original transcripts, contrasting
them with the structure of the themes and categories created
from the authors’ interpretation, and discussing their coherence
degree, as well as assessing whether they were missing to include
any other relevant information. After reaching an agreement, the
authors asked a critical friend, experienced in qualitative research,
to review the analysis up to this point. This person agreed with
the authors that the hierarchical content analysis entailed an
adequate and accurate representation of the bullying experiences
in youth sport training. The final phase of the process was the
writing of the research report. Finally, it should be noted that
this research followed the Reporting Standards for Qualitative
Research (American Psychological Association [APA], 2020).

RESULTS

The results of this study are presented according to the three main
themes established in the data analysis. First, a characterization of
the bullying episodes experienced by the participants is described.
Next, the used strategies and the most important social agents in
dealing with bullying are presented. Finally, the short-term and
long-term consequences of these experiences are shown. Table 2
summarizes the structure of the themes and categories around
which the results are organized.

Characterization of Bullying
The athletes suffered different types of intentional bullying
aggressions. Roger highlighted the direct physical aggressions
received during training, taking advantage of physical contact:
“They did their best to try to foul me or hurt me [. . .] when I
ran with them, they pushed me or when I passed by the goal

TABLE 2 | Study themes and categories.

Bullying experiences in youth sport

Characterization
of bullying

Dealing with
bullying

Consequences of
bullying

- Bullying incidents - Coping strategies - Short-term consequences
- Long-term consequences- Bullying location - The role of

environmental agents- Justification of the
received bullying

- Simultaneity with
school

post [of the football pitch], they pushed me against the post.”
Carla explained that these physical aggressions were constant
by her teammates: “Whenever they could, they would give me
a slap on the back of the neck.” Situations of indirect physical
bullying were also mentioned: “My trainers disappeared once
[. . .] they put my backpack in the shower, sometimes they hid
my match clothes [. . .]. One day I caught a teammate cutting
my T-shirt with scissors” (Anna). Victims also experienced acts
of verbal bullying, such as receiving comments related to a lack of
sport skills. According to Martí, these comments were intended
to encourage him to leave the team and the competition: “They
told me I was very bad, that I should leave the sport club, that
they didn’t want me there, that I was useless.” Victor referred
to the constant verbal aggression aimed at demoralizing him:
“No matter what I did, they were like flies here [points at his
ear]. They told me I was very bad, that I was shit.” Roger also
explained that he received constant insults linked to physical
characteristics: “They always made fun of my height.” In relation
to social bullying, Carla explained how her teammates avoided
sharing space and material with her: “They didn’t want to train in
the same lane [of the pool] I was at, they didn’t share the material
with me.” As for Noa, she commented on how the aggressors
ignored her, both on and off the court: “They didn’t talk to me
or they barely passed the ball to me when we played.” Diego
referred to the spreading of false rumors as something that led
to this ignorance: “They didn’t want to approach me because of
what they had heard about me.” In Ivan’s case, he also explained
the exclusion process he had experienced: “They started leaving
me out and pushing me away [. . .] they made plans without me
and, in the end, they did everything without me until I was no
longer part of the group.” In none of the participants’ accounts
was referenced the experience of a cyberbullying situation.

The place where the assaults took place more frequently was
the changing room. Anna recounted one of her experiences in
this sport space, related with a physical assault on the victim:
“One day we were in the shower, two teammates seized me and
they cut a lock of my hair.” In this space, recurring actions
with the intention of mocking and showing the victim up also
happened, as explained by Martí:

Martí: They hid things from me in the changing room, and they
did it often [. . .] they also insulted me. They grabbed my T-shirt,
walked out the changing room’s door, and started running. Then,
I had to go out in my underwear to look for my things because I
didn’t have my clothes.

Carla referred to the fact that the changing room is the place
where her body was exposed, the target of the received attacks:

Carla: There [in the changing room], they started making fun
of my body. Glances, whispers. . . They looked at me and
commented in a quiet voice or said directly to my face: “What
an arse, your breasts are growing. . .”. It was just when my
body was changing.

In this way, this space becomes a place where the victim feels
vulnerable because, as Gerard specified, the changing room was
a space without surveillance or control by the coach and with
no rules:
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Gerard: The changing room is an enclosed space, where no one
intervenes, where no one can see you, where there is no camera,
where there are no rules. That can be the jungle. It is the one place
where there is no coach figure.

David referred to the fact that when a changing room was
not used, bullying did not occur: “It didn’t happen at parties
because we didn’t take a shower afterward.” Bullying actions,
however, were also carried out in spaces and moments beyond
the changing room. This way, Anna, for example, commented
on experiencing aggressions during the competition, when no
one was looking: “On the competition bench, when everyone
was watching the match, sometimes also something happened
[. . .] when no one was looking, that was the moment when they
pulled a prank.” During training, bullying situations were also
presented, for example, at the time to make groups, a critical
moment for the victim, as Martí explained: “They made teams
with a selection bias: I want you on my team, I don’t want you.
And I was always left among the last ones.”

Participants justified the reasons why they felt they had been
bullied in the sport environment. The victims’ references to their
own physical appearance were recurrent, as Martí, who linked his
obesity to the reason for being bullied, commented: “Everything
happened because I was bigger, I was plump.” To the physical
characteristics were added the psychological features, as Víctor
explained: “Before, I was plump, tall. I was the easy target. And
on top of that I was shy and didn’t say anything.” For his part,
Diego perceived that one of the reasons why he received bullying
was the visual impairment that he suffered:

Diego: I see very badly without glasses. Imagine swimming and
having to communicate with others without seeing anything, all
blurry [. . .] this was object of ridicule, my teammates laughed
at me when the coach told me off and I didn’t answer because I
couldn’t see him. I turned around and, since I didn’t see the coach,
that was object of ridicule.

In some cases, however, it was not about the physical
appearance but the personality, like in the case of David: “I think
they did it to me because of my personality, I’ve never been an
easy person.” Sport skills were also one of the triggers for the
received victimizations. It could be linked to possessing better
sport skills compared to other athletes, which in the case of
Noa, translated into playing more competition minutes than her
teammates: “I think they did it to me because I played a lot, I
played more than they did.” In the same way, it could be linked to
a poor performance compared to the other members of the team,
as in the case of Anna: “They were the stars and I was left behind.”

The bullying experienced at the sport club was sometimes
experienced simultaneously with victimization at the school.
Roger stated he had suffered this double victimization, referring
to the proximity between the place where the extracurricular
activity took place and the school:

Roger: The football pitch was 20 m away from school, you took
ten steps and you arrived at the football pitch. It was right in front
of the school. The players on my football team were almost all
in my class, so the three of them that picked on me were both at
school and at sport. I felt pressured at school and I also felt uneasy
at football practice [. . .] When I left school, I went to football

practice and everything continued. At football practice the same
thing happened to me again.

Like Roger, there are cases of other interviewees who also
stated that the aggressors were the same in both contexts:
“The aggressors were my high school classmates. They were
not outsiders, but the same high school classmates who I also
happened to meet at football practice” (Gerard); “In high school
I also ran into them” (Carla); “The people who were bullying me
in athletics also went to my school” (Laura). In Carla’s case, she
explained how living this double victimization made the situation
even more difficult to deal with:

Carla: We would go to school and they would bother me, we
would go work out and they would bother me in training too. It
was constant throughout the day and it wore me out. They were
there all day long. . . I had these four classmates next to me who
picked on me from six in the morning, when the first workout
took place. Then, again at school. . . In the end, you end up feeling
pretty bad. The constant teasing is very tough.

Laura explained the difference between bullying at school and
in sport:

Laura: At school this [bullying] happened for long periods of
time. They had plenty of time to do whatever they wanted to
me. On the other hand, in athletics they only had the time that
the training lasted. [. . .] It was little time compared to the time
they had at school.

Roger commented that this difference between the two
environments even made him think that it might not be bullying
what he experienced in the sport context: “At school that was very
insistent, it was daily, it was every day. At football practice, as it
was 2 days a week, I couldn’t quite relate it to bullying.” Diego,
who had also experienced this double victimization, mentioned
the differences in terms of the referents in both contexts, being
the figure of the teacher an agent in whom most trust was placed
rather than with the coach: “With the school teacher there is a
greater level of trust, it’s easier to tell something to the teacher
than to the coach.” During his interview, despite stating that he
did not suffer from bullying at school, Ivan presented his personal
perception toward the difference between the contexts, based on
the obligatory nature or the willingness that characterizes both
environments:

Ivan: I think it’s worse in school. You can’t leave school. At school
you spend 6 h doing things you might not like, with people you
don’t like and. . . of course, imagine. . . In sport you can always
change sport clubs, you can try another sport, you can train by
yourself individually, you can do whatever you want with sport.
But you can’t quit school.

Dealing With Bullying
Regarding the different coping strategies used by the victims to
respond to the problem, the law of silence appeared, as in the case
of Laura, who stated that she did not want to explain it to anyone:
“I was silent, I preferred not to say it, I kept it for myself [. . .] it
affected me, but I tried to hold it in.” There were several reasons
why the victims kept silent, but the most predominant one was
the fear of the consequences that saying something could lead to:
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“Because they would make things even worse for me” (Roger);
“I was afraid they would go even further” (David); “I was afraid
of what they might think of or what they might do” (Ivan); “For
fear of what might happen next” (Martí). On the other hand,
the victims explained they lived the situation with resignation.
Thus, Diego commented: “In the end it is also a matter of getting
used to it. If you’re used to being told the same thing more or
less every week, it’s the same as being told again.” One of the
strategies was also to avoid the aggressors, as Gerard explained:
“When I saw they [the aggressors] wanted to harm me and bother
me, I avoided contact, I tried not to look at them.” However,
Gerard commented that, at the same time, in response to one of
the received aggressions, he reacted by confronting the aggressor,
because the situation overwhelmed him: “One day they wouldn’t
stop bothering me in the shower, I grabbed them and told them:
I can’t stand this anymore, stop.” Still, he commented on the
ineffectiveness of his response. On the other hand, some victims
expressed the difficulty of getting out of the situation in which
they were caught up in, like Martí, who made explicit reference to
the process of helplessness experienced: “There was no way out of
there. It was a loop.”

When the victims explained their experiences, they referred
to the importance of the role played by some agents in the
sport environment. One of these agents where the bystanders
(teammates), who did not always react by helping the victim
out when they witnessed the bullying situation. In Martí’s case,
he explained that he had the perception that the bystanders
were afraid of being harmed in the event that they helped him:
“They looked and avoided getting into trouble. They saw I
wasn’t feeling good there, but in the end, my teammates avoided
getting into trouble.” They could also side with the aggressor,
supporting him by laughing, as David stated: “If I was taking
a shower and they soaked my trainers, the rest would laugh.
They sided with the aggressor. They laughed at their pranks.”
Even Gerard commented: “The rest of the teammates took it
as a joke.” In Laura’s case, the bystanders acted in favor of the
victim, communicating the situation to their respective families:
“Thanks to them [the bystanders] my mum found out that this
was happening.” In relation to the latter aspect, families also play
a very important role. Despite it, some commented that they did
not dare to comment on it to the family, like in the case of Martí:
“I didn’t want to tell anyone. . . and when I say anyone, I mean
anyone. Not even my parents.” Even Ivan commented that up
to the present date, he had never spoken with his family about
this subject: “To this day I have never told them anything either”;
and Roger confessed that he currently believed that his family
did not know the magnitude of the problem: “My family knew
that I didn’t get along with this boy [the aggressor], that I had
removed myself from the group, but they didn’t imagine that I
suffered that much.” Nonetheless, there were cases in which the
victims did tell to the families, who tried to provide solutions in
this regard. In the case of David and Anna, they were suggested
to abandon that sport: “I talked to my parents and they told me
to leave” (David); “My family told me to leave” (Anna). In Carla’s
case, once the family found out about the problem, they suggested
she changed sport clubs: “From that moment onward, my mum
supported me more and told me we had to do something about

it. We looked at other sport clubs where I could go.” However,
there were families that, when they found out about the problem,
decided to solve it by themselves with the other families, as in the
case of Victor and Anna: “Until I mentioned it at home. . . And
then yes, my parents told their parents and the issue was solved”
(Víctor); “The parents acted, they talked to each other” (Anna).
In Laura’s case, she explained that when the family figured it
out, they went straight to the sport organization to deal with
the problem: “When they found out, they addressed it from the
inside [within the sport organization].” The victims’ silence could
sometimes be justified by a lack of communication with another
of the important agents for dealing with the phenomenon: the
coach. Roger explained: “I was pretty cold with the coach; I didn’t
talk too much to him. And I had a curt manner. We never ended
up talking about anything. . . We just talked about football related
stuff and that’s about it.” The feeling of the athletes was that
the coach acted only with the aim of winning matches and that
they did not dedicate enough time to the relationship or personal
aspects of their players, as Martí stated: “His conduct was always
more technical, to make the game run smoothly and not waste
time on these issues.” In relation to the coach’s actions in the face
of the bullying situation, a lack of intervention on their behalf
was observed. Martí, for example, detected passivity in the coach,
who showed little predisposition to change the existing mindset:
“I never saw a reaction willing to break down this bad relationship
that was there.” Anna expressed how the coach trivialized the
problem and did not give importance to what she explained:

Anna: “He always said the same: you’re young, you’re young,
you’re playing. . . these are youngsters’ things [. . .] I told my coach
that they didn’t want to pass me the ball and he answered that all
I had to do was work harder.”

Ivan, in his case, explained that when the coach witnessed
situations of violence, he addressed the aggressors to no avail: “At
most he told them [the aggressors]: “don’t do this”, but they kept
doing it. It was useless.”

Consequences of Bullying
Experiencing a bullying situation directly affected the daily
lives of the victims. There were different feelings and emotions
generated as a result of the situation experienced at the time of
the victimization. In general, suffering was reflected, as Martí
and Roger showed: “It was hell, it was the worst feeling I could
experience” (Martí); “It was horrible” (Roger). Sadness was a
recurring feeling. Carla explained: “I got home very sad”; and
Anna: “I got home and I cried. . .”. Anger and helplessness also
developed in the interviewees, as Roger called it, due to the
imbalance of power he perceived: “At the time I felt a lot of anger,
also helplessness, because they were the tall ones, they were a
group.” Due to the exclusion and rejection by his teammates,
Víctor commented that he had the feeling he was being a nuisance
to the group: “I had the feeling that I was annoying. Of course,
always being rejected leads to the feeling that you’re bothering
everyone.” Related to the latter aspect, Martí also commented
that he had the feeling of not being loved, linked to a feeling of
loneliness: “At that sport club, I felt awful. I was like one of those
old balls you keep in the corner.” Anxiety was also something
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present on a daily basis during bullying episodes. Martí, for
example, related this distressing feeling to the ignorance of what
could await him on training days: “I went training and I thought:
let’s see what awaits me today.” In Noa’s case, this anguish affected
her health directly, leading to anxiety attacks:

Noa: Yes, it was anxiety, it was anxiety. I couldn’t breathe. . . It was
the worst, because I was there and I felt like I couldn’t breathe. I
stopped for a moment, tried to catch my breath and I couldn’t get
it into my lungs. . . It was horrible, it was a horrible situation [. . .]
I couldn’t even last 5 min on the court.

According to Ivan, experiencing a bullying episode affected his
motivation and concentration, elements that directly conditioned
his performance in sport: “I did everything reluctantly [. . .] I was
very distracted, my concentration level was very low, I didn’t
know any plays. . . My performance dropped a lot.” Athletic
performance could also be affected by low self-confidence and
embarrassment when training or competing, like in the case of
David and Víctor: “I always felt very insecure about carrying out
any action and I was embarrassed as well. I think it all comes
down to wanting to do everything right in order to not screw
up” (David); “In the end you lack confidence when you play, you
think you’re shit at what you do” (Víctor). Anna even though
she wasn’t good enough to play that sport: “Maybe I’m not good
at it, maybe I’m not as good as them.” Ivan and Roger referred
to the fact that they stopped enjoying the sport they practiced
due to the received bullying and, in Roger’s case, he specified
he adopted a constant hypervigilant attitude: “I just stopped
enjoying basketball, which was the sport I’d played my whole life”
(Ivan); “I didn’t enjoy the matches. . . I was thinking about what
they’d do to me, thinking about various things. . . I wasn’t happy
there” (Roger). Not enjoying the sport sometimes translated into
a lack of motivation, as Carla commented: “I didn’t want to go
to training, I didn’t feel like it.” In Martí’s case, the bullying he
received led him to abandon the sport he practiced (football). He
commented on his desire not to be part of any other team and to
change from a team sport to an individual sport, where he didn’t
need to interact with other teammates:

Martí: I was on the verge of not wanting to play football anymore
because of that [. . .]. I decided to leave the sport club and from
there I looked for individual sports. I liked tennis and I wanted
to practice an individual sport, where everything depended on me
and I didn’t have to socialize with anyone. I decided to distance
myself from the “team” issue for a while [. . .] I gave up football
and I had no intention of ever going back. I wanted to see
football as a spectator.

Although Martí was the only interviewee who had abandoned
the sport, the victims commented that they had considered giving
it up as well, as Ivan explained: “I thought about quitting plenty of
times, I wasn’t feeling good there.” In Carla’s case, she commented
on how the bullying she received also discouraged her from going
to school: “I thought about dropping out of school, about leaving
everything behind.” In Noa’s case, she referred to the fact that the
consequences were not only reduced to a personal level, but also
group consequences emerged, affecting the whole collective:

Noa: “In the end it broke me, but it also broke up the team. There
was so much shit accumulated in that circle, that in the end it
was destroyed. It was like a time bomb, and that bomb finally
exploded. In the end, everyone left for different sport clubs.”

The bullying situations experienced not only affected the
victims at the time in which they lived through them, but also
in the long-term. In this sense, Gerard commented: “I think
this has lifelong consequences”; and Carla: “It leaves a mark
for life [. . .] it’s like having a chip on one’s shoulder. I think
it will be there forever.” Carla also expressed her fear of living
the same thing again: “You’re afraid that people will really get
to know you and that they will hurt you, because they’ve done
it to you before.” Thus, some consequences are very present in
the lives of the interviewees. In that sense, Noa, reliving the
situations she experienced, explained that she still had a hard
time describing what she went through, to the point of having
to stop the interview on different occasions: “I can talk about it,
but it’s hard for me [cries].” Some interviewees referred to the
fact that, as of today, due to the situation they had experienced,
they consider that they have certain difficulties linked to having
appropriate social skills. In this way, Roger commented that it
was difficult for him to interact with any large group of people:
“I find it very hard to open up to large groups. First, I have to
know the group well and then I can open up. . . or not.” Ivan
explained: “As a result, I started developing more confidence
problems, it was harder for me to interact with people.” Laura
also commented that she was currently somewhat afraid of what
people might think of her: “I’m scared of interacting with new
people: what will they think of me? What will they say to me?”
And Gerard explained that because of what he went through, he
was always alert, trying to be accepted by the group: “I’m always
trying to get people to like me.” Carla and Roger referred to the
changes in their personality: “Before I was a very outgoing person,
I interacted with everyone. . . Now I interact with everyone but
I consider myself to be shy, very shy” (Carla); “I didn’t use to
be as shy as I am now” (Roger). Problems related to self-esteem
were also expressed, which persisted over time: “It has affected me
in many ways, especially my self-esteem. With issues like when
it comes to flirting, when it comes to everything. . . Because I
think I have a much lower self-esteem” (Carla). Although most
of the interviewees spoke of long-term negative consequences,
reference was also made to aspects such as the empathy they have
developed as a result of being victims and which makes them
aware of the importance of acting in situations of bullying, as
Martí stated: “It has helped me learn. I learnt what I wouldn’t
like to be done to me, and not to do it to anyone. If I see someone
doing it, I try to help” (Martí).

DISCUSSION

Although the presence of bullying in youth sport is well known,
being a topical issue necessary to address (Mishna et al., 2019;
Nery et al., 2019; Vveinhardt et al., 2019a), there is a lack of
literature that has taken on the analysis of the experiences of those
athletes who were victims in their childhood and/or adolescence.
Thus, this study aimed to know the experiences of bullying in
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athletes who had been victims during their youth sport training.
The results are structured in three main themes: characterization
of bullying, dealing with bullying and consequences of bullying.
Bullying situations involved behaviors included in the typologies
of physical, social and verbal bullying. The physical forms of
direct aggression (for example, hitting) were present among some
of the interviewees and, while these actions could be masked
in the very dynamics involved in the sport practice (the game
itself), other indirect behaviors appeared (such as stealing or
damaging personal items). Victims commented, as observed by
Kerr et al. (2016), being excluded and ignored by the group
(social bullying). Verbal aggressions were present and, above all,
referred to the victims’ lack of sport skills, in line with the study
by Kentel and McHugh (2015) with aboriginal women athletes.
No cyberbullying experience emerged, following the line of other
studies which showed that this typology was the least common
in the sport environment (Nery et al., 2019). The quintessential
space where bullying episodes took place was the changing room
(Fisher and Dzikus, 2010; Nery et al., 2019). In the same way
that Herrick and Duncan (2020) observed, the changing room
becomes a space for comments related to the body, and some
of the victims stated that when there was no opportunity to
share this space with their teammates, the aggressions did not
occur. Bascón-Seda and Ramírez-Macías (2020) observed that
victims of bullying in physical education did not enter the toilets
and changing rooms precisely to avoid these situations. The
athletes themselves defined this space as a place where they
spent time with their equals, where there was no presence nor
supervision by the coach, which explains the perception of danger
due to the development of bullying episodes in this space (Volk
and Lagzdins, 2009; Kerr et al., 2016; Nery et al., 2019). For
this reason, it is necessary to develop a control plan for the
situations that may arise in the changing room, either directly
by adults, or indirectly, by the collaboration and participation of
any member of the team that the coach trusts, such as the captain
(Nery et al., 2020).

In relation to the reason why the victims considered they were
bullied, in line with Forsberg and Horton (2020), attributions
of an internal nature, of self-blame and linked to issues related
to skills, character, physical characteristics and with presenting
some type of disability were observed. This internal attribution
of the situation (self-blame) may lead to a higher probability of
continuing to receive bullying and the appearance of depressive
symptoms, making an intervention linked to attributional change
necessary (Schacter et al., 2015). In relation to the perception
of possessing poor sport skills, our results concur with those of
Mishna et al. (2019) and with Kerr et al. (2016) regarding that,
when a member of the group did not have great sport skills,
it could negatively affect the overall performance of the team
and, thus, increase the chances of being bullied. Differences in
motor skills lead to an imbalance of power (Nery et al., 2020)
and giving too much importance to the result in team sports
can become a catalyst in the emergence of bullying behavior.
Despite a lack of sport skills is a relevant trigger when it comes to
suffering from bullying, some of the victims claimed to have been
bullied for showing superior sport skills compared to the rest
of their teammates. Following the Social Comparison Theory by

Festinger (1954) and, in the same way it occurs in the educational
environment, especially among boys (Bergold et al., 2020), some
athletes who become aggressors may feel threatened and jealous
of those with better sport skills (Forsberg and Horton, 2020).
Victims also explained that personality traits such as shyness were
also a reason to become a victim, since this leads them to have less
ability to defend their own physical and psychological integrity
(Hernández and Saravia, 2016). On the other hand and in line
with the results of Gardella et al. (2020), physical appearance,
such as height, obesity and not having an athletic body were
also some of the elements that stood out for receiving bullying
actions. Hill (2015) suggested that boys who were more athletic
and had a more positive view of their bodies were more likely
to be popular, while those who did not fit below the standard
were rejected, making them more vulnerable to being bullied
(Kerr et al., 2016). Suffering from certain types of disability also
increases the chances of being bullied at school (Pinquart, 2017)
and in the specific context of physical education (Ball et al., 2021),
as well as presenting an attribution of the bullying situation linked
to the disability or being perceived by themselves as a different
player (Danes-Staples et al., 2013).

On the other hand, some of the participants presented
simultaneous victimization at the sport club and at school, in
line with other research indicating a continuity in victimization
(Collot and Dudink, 2010; Vveinhardt and Fominiene, 2019).
The extracurricular sport organization was often linked to the
school itself or the sport practice was carried out in private sport
clubs near the center. The victims also referred to the difference
in time and intensity spent at school and at extracurricular
sport activities. This meant that at school not only was there
a greater probability of interaction with the aggressors, but
also that the victims could underestimate and/or have difficulty
recognizing the bullying situation they were experiencing in the
sport environment. At the same time they commented, in line
with the work of Nery et al. (2020), that schooling is compulsory
and practicing sport is voluntary, allowing them to not continue
and abandon it. In this sense, it is believed important to have an
ecological perspective of the phenomenon of bullying (Espelage,
2014) and to promote dynamics to favor communication between
school and non-school environments and entities where the child
or adolescent can participate.

Regarding the different coping strategies used by the victims,
it was observed that in general, and in line with the results
of Nery et al. (2020), the most common was the use of
passive strategies, linked to emotions (fear, resignation, etc.),
rather than active strategies (asking for help or confronting the
aggressor). The fact of not asking for help from their environment
(family, teammates, and/or sport staff) can be explained because
historically the sport setting identifies the action of asking for help
as a sign of weakness on the athlete’s part (Stirling et al., 2011) and
of shame (Mierzwinski and Velija, 2020), encouraging the athlete
to mask the situation (Newman et al., 2021). The perception
of fear of retaliation by the aggressor was also present among
the victims and as an explanation for the passive action of the
teammates (Flores et al., 2020; Nery et al., 2020). This facilitates
the continuity of bullying over time (Collot and Dudink, 2010).
On the other hand, resignation or getting used to the experienced
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situation were also present among the victims of the study. This
passive response may be a condition, as observed by Steinfeldt
et al. (2012), for creating and maintaining an environment with
little moral culture within the group and a high compliance
with traditionally masculine rules in sport. Another used strategy
was to avoid the aggressor and, in some cases, to confront him
directly as a way of self-protection, being perhaps the only and
last resort that victims have to end the situation (Evans et al.,
2017). As in the retrospective study with victims of bullying in
the educational context by Tolmatcheff et al. (2019), the strategies
related to maintaining a direct confrontation with the aggressor
or presenting an avoidance attitude did not give positive results
to eliminate bullying.

Understanding bullying as a social phenomenon (Salmivalli
et al., 1996) requires consideration of the role that different agents
in the sport environment play in bullying situations (Shannon,
2013). The victims expressed a perception of the importance
of their equals’ action in the maintenance and development of
bullying episodes, showing a sense of lack of support. This lack
of support could be related to the fact that their equals do not
know what to do about the situation, having the perception
that if an adult is informed, the situation will not be resolved
(Bauman et al., 2020) or fearing that they might also become
victims (O’Connor and Graber, 2014; Flores et al., 2020; Jeckell
et al., 2020). One of the victims reported the importance of their
equals not only preventing the emergence of bullying behaviors,
but also their intervention, stopping the situation (Tolmatcheff
et al., 2019; Nery et al., 2020). However, it must be borne in mind
that when trying to defend the victim, the defenders themselves
may suffer negative effects on their mental health, such as anxiety
or depression (Wu et al., 2016). In this sense, it is important
to create dynamics to reinforce the development of empathetic
and prosocial behaviors among young bystanders, to have clear
indications on what to do, and to create environments that allow
complaints in the presence of bullying situations (Nery et al.,
2020). Regarding the role of the family, it should be highlighted
that, in line with what Nery et al. (2019) had already found out,
the victims rarely asked the families for help. In fact, some of
the interviewees stated that, to date, they had not verbalized the
situation of bullying they had experienced to their families. It is
difficult for the families to know that a bullying situation occurs
if their child hides it from them and, in many cases, the victims
hide it out of shame, due to the perception that the problem is not
so serious or the feeling that informing their family would make
the bullying situation even worse (Larrañaga et al., 2018). Some
interviewees broke their silence by informing their families of
the situation and the strategies they adopted were varied: making
their child change sport clubs, talking directly with the families
of the aggressor or aggressors or with the sport organization.
Families do not have clear indications of how to act when a case
of bullying occurs, reason why it would be necessary to promote
their training (Flores et al., 2020). On the other hand, the coach
becomes one of the key agents, since they can act as a role model
or mentor and promote, maintain or inhibit bullying (Nery et al.,
2020; Vveinhardt and Fominiene, 2020). The victims perceived
that the coach had little interest in personal experiences, giving
little importance to the interpersonal relationships created in the

athletes’ group and, at the same time, trivializing the situations
of conflict that could arise, focusing their intervention in merely
sporting elements. In line with our results and in the school
context Di Stasio et al. (2016) observed that in environments
where competition and social comparison between students are
fostered, as well as in those environments with a poor teacher-
student relationship, bullying situations are more common.
A lack of teacher-student relationship can lead victims to stop
reporting the event due to a perception of indifference from the
teacher, or due to the feeling that they will not solve the problem
positively (Nery et al., 2020). Therefore, the actions taken by the
coaches did not favor, in general, putting an end to bullying,
probably due to a lack of education and knowledge about this
phenomenon (Kowalski, 2017; Flores et al., 2020) and due to their
education being focused on athletic performance, with traditional
training styles (Vveinhardt and Fominiene, 2020), creating a high
pressure environment for the victim (Vveinhardt et al., 2017).
Thus, it is advisable to increase the knowledge on the subject by
the coaches and articulate pedagogic dynamics that are in line
with the athletes’ youth sport training (Collot and Dudink, 2010;
Baar and Wubbels, 2013; Shannon, 2013; Nery et al., 2019; Flores
et al., 2020).

Regarding the consequences of suffering bullying, negative
emotional effects were observed among athletes (Kentel and
McHugh, 2015; Jewett et al., 2019; Vveinhardt et al., 2019a).
Sadness was a recurring feeling in the daily lives of the victims
(Monks et al., 2009; Hutson, 2018) as was the feeling of
helplessness at not being able to find a solution to the problem
(Side and Johnson, 2014). Often, there was an attitude of
hypervigilance (Evans et al., 2017), distress and the onset of
anxiety attacks, probably as a response to the stress caused by the
humiliation to which they are subjected (Hernández and Saravia,
2016). It also directly affected the perceived athletic performance,
linking it to a loss of confidence (Vveinhardt et al., 2019a), shame,
and decreased self-esteem (Jewett et al., 2019), ceasing to enjoy
the sport that had previously brought them positive experiences
(Kentel and McHugh, 2015; Evans et al., 2017; Jewett et al., 2019).
Abandonment of the sport seeking to get away from people who
bullied them also becomes a very likely consequence (Kentel and
McHugh, 2015; Stefaniuk and Bridel, 2018; Mishna et al., 2019;
Nery et al., 2020). In our study, victims did not make explicit
reference to a decrease in their academic performance, although
in previous studies it has been observed that victimization can
have an impact on the ability to focus on academic demands
(Jewett et al., 2019; Vveinhardt et al., 2019a). At the same time,
it must be borne in mind that consequences are not reduced
to the victim, but the consequences are also generated at group
level, creating an environment of little cooperation and cohesion
(Vveinhardt et al., 2017; Jewett et al., 2019). As it happens in
the school environment, becoming a victim of bullying in sport
during their youth sport training implies negative consequences
that go beyond the period of time in which the victimization
actually takes place (Wolke and Lereya, 2015; Camodeca and
Nava, 2020). The interviewees commented on the fear of reliving
those situations, the difficulties of establishing social relationships
and the changes that had taken place in their personalities. As
opposed to the study by Vveinhardt et al. (2019a), the victims did
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not show “positive” consequences of the situation in the long term
(being bullied does not make the victim “stronger”), but stated
that the experience had fostered a strong sense of empathy toward
situations of bullying that may occur in their environment.
Moreover, although victimization in the school setting may
facilitate substance abuse behaviors (Moore et al., 2017) in our
study it was not mentioned by any of the participants, probably
due to the fact that people who spend more time practicing sport
have a lower frequency of consumption (Schmidt et al., 2019).

CONCLUSION

The aim of this study was to find out, in retrospect, the
experiences of athletes who had been bullied in the sport context
during their youth sport training. The analysis makes it possible
to identify the presence of physical, verbal and social bullying in
the sport environment, the changing room as the place where
bullying situations are most frequent and an internal attribution
(self-blame) of the phenomenon related to motor skills and
the physical and psychological characteristics of the victim. In
addition, it has been possible to observe the presence of a
double victimization, at the sport club and at the educational
center, the use of passive strategies to deal with the situation,
the little support perceived by the victims from the sport agents
(teammates and coach) and the negative effects of having been
bullied, in the short and long term and at a psychosocial
level. Given the results, and from an ecological perspective of
the problem (Espelage, 2014), it becomes important to raise
awareness and train the entire sport community -teammates,
coaches, management teams, and families- on the subject of
bullying (Nery et al., 2020). It is necessary to design actions
in sport organizations to prevent it, recognize possible signs
of bullying situations and develop action protocols in the face
of bullying to promote the creation of safe, non-violent and
respectful sport environments based on respect and equity
(Mountjoy et al., 2016; Vveinhardt et al., 2019a). It is necessary to
indicate some limitations of the study and guidelines for future
research lines. Although the sample includes victims of bullying
from different sport categories, there is a greater presence of
team sports than individual sports, specifically from basketball
and football. We believe it necessary to carry out specific studies
of a certain sport category or of the same group of sports
in the future, as well as comparative analyses in relation to

gender, sport groups and/or countries. At the same time, it
is considered interesting to analyze the health consequences
of being a victim of bullying in sport and the effect it has
had on the practice of physical sport activities in the longer
term (middle age).
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It Can Be a “Very Fine Line”: 
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of the Conceptual Divide Between 
Bullying and Banter
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1 Sport and Physical Activity Research Centre, Health Research Institute, Sheffield Hallam University, Sheffield, 
United Kingdom, 2 School of Education and Lifelong Learning, University of East Anglia, Norwich, United Kingdom

This study explores professional footballers’ perceptions of where banter crosses the conceptual 
line into bullying. The study’s focus is of importance, given the impact that abusive behaviors 
have been found to have on the welfare and safeguarding of English professional footballers. 
A phenomenological approach was adopted, which focused on the essence of the participants’ 
perceptions and experiences. Guided by Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), 
individual semi-structured interviews (MDuration = 44.10 min, SD = 10.81) were conducted with 18 
male professional footballers (Mage = 19.83 years, SD = 2.96) from three Premier League and 
Championship football clubs. The findings from this study revealed several key superordinate 
themes in relation to the dividing line between bullying and banter. These themes included 
“perception,” “intentionality,” “detecting the line,” and “having a bit of banter.” The findings 
demonstrate how perceptions of bullying and banter are nuanced by individual differences 
among the players and the culture of the professional football context. Specifically, it was found 
that the professional football context can legitimize forms of humor blurring the lines between 
bullying and banter, challenging the typically positive view of the concept of banter in this 
environment. From an applied perspective, these findings highlight the need for coaches, 
players, and football clubs more broadly to address cultural expectations around banter in their 
environment, while educating individuals around their own perceptions of bullying and banter.

Keywords: bullying, banter, dividing line, professional football, interpretative phenomenological analysis

INTRODUCTION

Recent findings of discrimination at Yorkshire County Cricket Club demonstrate serious concerns 
around the perceptions of what is acceptable in UK sport culture, given behaviors, such as “racial 
harassment and bullying,” were passed away as “friendly, good-natured banter” (BBC, 2021a). 
The findings in cricket echo those in professional football (or soccer), where a plethora of allegations 
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have been linked to the safeguarding and welfare of its players 
(BBC, 2018, 2021b,c). More specifically, these allegations have 
often centered around allegations of bullying within this context 
(BBC, 2019, 2021b). Although research has started to respond 
to concerns around bullying in professional football (Newman 
et  al., 2021a,b), it has highlighted the need for a greater 
understanding of the perceptions of this behavior in this context. 
Furthermore, given the extent to which more severe forms of 
banter can be normalized in professional football (Parker, 2006), 
it is important to explore when this behavior crosses the line 
into bullying.

A potential explanation for limitations in understanding 
around bullying, as well as banter, revolves around the 
conceptualization of these terms in sport. Currently, research 
tends to favor Olewus’ (1993, p.  8) much cited definition 
(Volk et  al., 2014) that bullying is “an intentional, negative 
action which inflicts injury and discomfort on another.” Olewus’ 
(1993) definition also highlights an imbalance of power whereby 
an individual finds it difficult to defend themselves. Given 
football’s position as a profession, it feels noteworthy to state 
that workplace research echoes this view of bullying, while 
also outlining the persistent nature of this behavior and the 
inherent power differentials between the bully and victim 
(Sischka et  al., 2021). In contrast, though significant efforts 
have gone into defining bullying, much less work has been 
invested in defining banter. To date, banter has been described 
as an interaction which serves to improve relationships (Dynel, 
2008). Although this behavior can be  aggressive, banter is 
seen to be  challenging, yet playful, and generally occurs 
between friends (Steer et al., 2020). From a definitional stance, 
it appears that bullying and banter are clearly separate concepts. 
Though findings in professional football demonstrate concerns 
that banter may be  more severe in this context, with players 
legitimizing various verbal and relational bullying through 
this term (Newman et  al., 2021b). This may create ambiguity 
around the degree to which banter is separate from bullying. 
In part, this ambiguity may be  reinforced by professional 
football’s “hidden curriculum” which teaches players they need 
to put up with bullying as a show of their masculine worth 
(Cushion and Jones, 2014). In this light, it is potentially 
unsurprising that welfare and safeguarding issues may 
be  present in professional football. These issues may also 
be  compounded by whether bullying is viewed from the 
victim’s or perpetrator’s perspective (Kowalski, 2000) within 
professional football. It is important to highlight that 
perpetrators, for example, often view their behaviors as more 
benign, humorous, and less severe than their victims.

As a response to issues in practice with understanding terms, 
such as bullying, researchers have sought to develop models 
which conceptualize this behavior. Within the sporting literature 
examples of such models remain relatively sparse, though 
Stirling’s (2009) conceptual framework of maltreatment in sport 
provides a guide. This model illustrates how maltreatment can 
be  categorized into two forms: relational and non-relational, 
depending on whether this maltreatment occurs within the 
context of a “critical relationship” or not. A critical relationship 
is determined by whether it has significant influence over an 

individual’s sense of safety trust, and fulfillment of needs, with 
examples in sport including athletes’ relationships with their 
parents and coaches (Stirling, 2009). According to Stirling, 
bullying acts as a form of non-relational maltreatment because 
it occurs in the context of a “non-critical” peer-to-peer 
relationship, due to the bully not being in an official position 
of authority over the victim. This is contrasted with abuse 
which is the result of a “critical relationship” situation where 
one figure is in a position of authority, such as a coach. While 
this model supports our understanding of bullying in sport, 
subsequent research has highlighted potential issues with how 
some terms within the model are conceptualized. For example, 
in both sport and the wider workplace, bullying has been 
found to emerge in the context of a “critical relationship” due 
to the behavior of those in formal positions of power, such 
as coaches and supervisors (Hershcovis, 2011; Newman et  al., 
2021b). Moreover, Stirling’s (2009) conceptual framework was 
not extended to concepts, such as banter, which in its “bad” 
form has been found to have the same repetitive, harmful 
hallmarks of bullying (Steer et  al., 2020). Therefore, it would 
appear that research may be  warranted to explore this “grey 
area of interpretation” around bullying and banter (Steer et  al., 
2020), specifically in cultures which legitimize derogatory forms 
of banter, such as professional football (Parker, 2006).

In relation to derogatory behavior, it is worth noting that 
findings in sport illustrate a culture whereby abusive and 
bullying practices are normalized (Alexander et  al., 2011; 
Papaefstathiou et al., 2013). Within professional football, abusive 
and intimidatory behaviors are commonplace (Kelly and 
Waddington, 2006), while bullying is often “celebrated” as a 
show of an individual’s masculine worth (Parker, 2006). Set 
within this context, it highlights the potential for welfare and 
safeguarding issues to occur in football. In response to this, 
the English Football Association (FA) sought to address these 
cultural issues by commissioning research around child protection  
(Brackenridge et  al., 2004) through to the implementation of 
a network of Designated Safeguarding Officers (DSO; The FA, 
2021). While these have been encouraging steps, the reported 
cases of bullying within professional football (e.g., BBC, 2019, 
2021a) appear to demonstrate a preference remains to adhere 
to the “sport ethic,” which prioritizes performance over wellbeing 
(Hughes and Coakley, 1991). Furthermore, cultured beliefs in 
sport that performance is based on mental toughness, resilience, 
and perseverance (Kerr and Stirling, 2019) may also mean 
that player welfare around aspects, such as bullying and banter, 
is not considered to the extent it should be.

In addition, various limitations in sports’ safeguarding 
systems against bullying and more severe forms of banter 
appear to be  evident. While important safeguarding work 
has been targeted at children, strategies in this area do not 
tend to focus on participants over the age of 18 (Rhind 
et  al., 2015). This is problematic as allegations of bullying 
have been linked to under 23 team professional football 
players (BBC, 2019). These allegations reflect systemic issues 
around the safety, wellbeing, and welfare of football’s participants 
highlighted within the UK’s “Duty of Care in Sport” report 
(Grey-Thompson, 2017). Such allegations also suggest that 
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Grey-Thompson (2017) recommendations for sports various 
stakeholders (e.g., coaches, parents, clubs, and national 
governing bodies) to care for athletes are still not being fully 
implemented. To compound this, research has shown even 
individuals who may be  expected to inform, educate, and 
address wrongdoing, such as sport psychologists, have been 
found to only possess a moderate understanding of safeguarding 
policies (Kerr and Stirling, 2019).

Overall the findings suggest that issues around bullying and 
a lack of awareness around when banter becomes inappropriate 
may result from the organizational culture of the sport, coupled 
with a lack of education of the various stakeholders in this 
context (Owusu-Sekyere and Gervis, 2016). It is apparent that 
despite some initial findings from coaches around how these 
terms may be  separated, these stakeholders play a significant 
role in inadvertently blurring the lines between these behaviors, 
shifting the borderlines around what is acceptable behavior 
(Kerr et  al., 2016; Newman et  al., 2021a). These shifts are 
already problematic in terms of protecting footballers’ welfare, 
given that banter has been found to mask discriminatory behavior, 
such as racism and homophobia (Adams et  al., 2010; Hylton, 
2018). The consequence is that this may feed a discourse among 
footballers where bullying and banter are used interchangeably 
and the conceptual divide between the two is unclear (Newman 
et  al., 2021b). As a result, the potentially prosocial aspects of 
banter in sport may be  lost and a more severe version of this 
behavior is enacted. To lose this, potentially more “inclusive” 
form of banter may be  unfortunate as banter has been found 
to be  central to male friendships in sport, fostering a sense 
of community and solidarity, while increasing cohesion and 
bonding (Wagstaff et  al., 2017; Lawless and Magrath, 2021).

Thus, it is apparent that further work is needed to establish 
how professional footballers conceptualize bullying and banter 
and specifically the convergence and divergence in these concepts 
given the degree to which players discuss them interchangeably 
(Newman et  al., 2021b). Moreover, by exploring the degree to 
which bullying and banter are perceived as distinct (or not), 
there is the potential to extend research which has shown that 
the gray area between these concepts leads to misinterpretation 
(Steer et al., 2020). Finally, given the variety of views expressed 
by coaches in relation to banter and how this may be distinguished 
from bullying (Newman et al., 2021a), it is important to explore 
whether players’ perceptions are equally mixed. Exploring these 
perceptions offers the potential to develop understanding which 
may safeguard players against bullying and more problematic 
forms of banter. Concurrently, this may also provide an 
opportunity to work with professional footballers to develop 
their critical awareness of bullying and banter in professional 
football to enable long-term positive behavioral change.

Therefore, due to uncertainty around how professional 
footballers conceptualize bullying and banter, the present study 
sought to explore the dividing line between these concepts. 
Specifically, the study aimed to explore players’ perceptions of 
these concepts and their views around the point at which 
banter crosses the line into bullying. Moreover, the present 
study set out to explore how bullying and banter were framed 
in the professional football context.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This study was part of a larger research project which explored 
bullying within professional football.1

Research Design
The present study adopted a qualitative, cross-sectional, and 
semi-structured interview design that was guided by the principles 
of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA; Dwyer et  al., 
2019). IPA was regarded as the ideal approach to address the 
study’s aims, given its focus on how the person (e.g., players) 
makes sense of their experiences (Larkin et al., 2011) of bullying 
and banter in the context of professional football. Here, both 
the researcher and participant were engaged in a “double 
hermeneutic” in order to make sense of the player’s lifeworld 
(Dwyer et  al., 2019). Furthermore, IPA was appropriate for 
addressing the taken-for-granted assumptions of professional 
football, while offering a detailed, nuanced analysis of bullying 
and banter (Newman et al., 2021a). By focusing on these nuances, 
the present study unearthed convergences and divergences within 
and across the participants’ accounts, maintaining the idiographic 
commitment of IPA (Smith et al., 2009). In addition, by exploring 
the conceptual divide between bullying and banter within 
professional football, the study was also consistent with the 
“contextualist” position of IPA (Larkin et  al., 2006).

Participants
Professional football was selected as the context for the present 
study due to the potential severity of banter, as well as celebration 
of bullying in this environment (Parker, 2006; Newman et  al., 
2021a). On this basis, it was felt that exploring the conceptual 
divide (e.g., the point at which one behavior is viewed as 
crossing into another) between bullying and banter was imperative 
to help safeguard the future welfare of those within football. 
Participants were recruited from three professional football 
clubs in the English Premier League and Championship divisions. 
In accordance with IPA guidelines (Smith, 2016), a purposive 
sampling strategy was utilized to identify a homogenous sample 
of 18 male professional footballers (M = 19.83, SD = 2.96, 
range = 18–31 years). The sample size was consistent with previous 
research identified as displaying good practice of IPA in sport 
(McDonough et  al., 2011; Smith, 2016). Players were formally 
contracted to their club and had between 2 and 14 years of 
experience as a professional. Table  1 provides an overview of 
the participants’ demographic characteristics.

Procedure
Following institutional ethical approval, a range of potential 
gatekeepers were contacted to identify which English 

1 To date, a previous research article focusing on conceptualizing bullying in 
football has been published from this research project (Newman et  al., 2021b). 
Conceptualizing bullying in adult professional football: A phenomenological 
exploration, Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 101883. doi: 10.1016/j.
psychsport.2021.101883 a further paper is under review. The data presented 
in the present study are unique from this previously published/submitted 
research, as is the focus of this work.
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professional football clubs were willing to take part in the 
study. These gatekeepers were sports science and medical 
staff who provided support to the players but who were 
not responsible for their selection to the team. Once 
gatekeepers indicated that clubs were willing to take part, 
a briefing meeting was held with players who were interested 
in participating. After this, participants who agreed were 
supplied with an information sheet and completed 
consent forms.

The interview guide was developed and refined in 
accordance with best practice guidelines for IPA research 
within the sporting context, such that it provided a 
stimulus to get the participants talking, yet it was used 
flexibly throughout as it could not be  predicted what each 
participant would say (Smith, 2016). Specifically, the guide 
was driven by the phenomenological commitment to meaning-
making, with key questions being used as the basis for 
starting the discussion with the players (e.g., “can you  tell 
me what banter in football is?” and “how do you  recognize 
when it is banter rather than bullying?”), where appropriate 
probing techniques (e.g., “can you tell me more about that?”) 
were used to explicate the question (Dwyer et  al., 2019). 
Piloting of the initial interview guide with the first three 
participants revealed that the questions were clear and yielded 
appropriate data. Therefore in accordance with previous IPA 
research, these interviews were included in the final 
analysis (Mawson et  al., 2011). In order to replicate the 
context of the study, interviews lasted between 35 and 70 min 
(MDuration = 44.11, SD = 10.81) and were conducted at the 
matchday venue or training ground of the participants. After 
the completion of the interviews, participants were 
reminded of how their data would be  kept confidential and 
their rights to withdraw. Following this, all interviews were 
transcribed verbatim and participants’ names were replaced 
by pseudonyms.

Data Analysis
In order to maintain the idiographic commitment of IPA, 
interviews were analyzed in turn using the guidelines set out 
by Smith et  al. (2009). Firstly, audio files were listened back 
to and then, transcripts were read and re-read in order to 
immerse oneself in the lifeworld of the participant (Dwyer 
et  al., 2019). The next step involved a close analysis of the 
text, noting exploratory comments in the right margin of the 
transcript. These comments were either descriptive, linguistic, 
or conceptual in nature, in order to identify potential meaning 
in the account (Smith and Osborn, 2006). Next, emergent 
theme titles were developed in the left margin of the text, 
using psychological concepts where appropriate, to capture 
the essential meaning in the account (Smith and Osborn, 
2006). Then, emergent themes were clustered via a process 
of abstraction and subsumption which ultimately ended with 
a specification of superordinate themes for each case (Conroy 
and de Visser, 2013). This process was repeated for each 
participant. Finally, the combined superordinate themes from 
across the participants’ accounts were verified against the 
original transcripts, in order to ensure that the appropriate 
range of convergence and divergence had been captured (Conroy 
and de Visser, 2013). At all stages of the analysis, regular 
discussions were held between the authors who were all 
experienced in publishing IPA research. The first author 
completed each stage of the analysis with the other authors 
acting as “critical friends” (Smith and McGannon, 2018). As 
Smith and McGannon (2018) describe, the role of “critical 
friends” was not to help achieve consensus but to act as a 
theoretical sounding board to encourage reflection on multiple 
and alternative interpretations within the analysis and 
subsequent writing.

Research Quality
The present study adhered to recently published guidance on 
achieving excellence in IPA (Nizza et  al., 2021). Specifically, 
Nizza et  al. (2021) set out four quality indicators of IPA, 
which the present study followed. Firstly, a “compelling, unfolding 
narrative was conducted” within the analysis. Here carefully 
interpreted extracts were selected from the participants, which 
told a persuasive, coherent story of how perceptual elements 
underpinned the conceptual divide between bullying and banter. 
Secondly, a “vigorous experiential account” of the participant’s 
extracts was developed by exploring players’ views of bullying 
and banter within the professional football context. Thirdly, 
“close analytic reading” and interpretation took place, which 
avoided letting quotes speak for themselves and instead inspected 
them for the choice of words and phrases, for their linguistic 
tone, use of emphasis, and for any ambiguity within them. 
Finally, the present study “attended to convergence and 
divergence” by presenting themes which showed similarities 
and differences between players, while also highlighting the 
idiosyncratic characteristics of the participants (Smith et  al., 
2009). The convergence and divergence are presented in the 
results in such a way that information on “similarities and 
differences and idiographical details enrich the study themes.”

TABLE 1 | Participant ages and years of experience as a professional football 
player.

Participant Age Years as a 
professional

Club Division of club

James 31 14 A Championship
Oli 21 6s A Championship
George 20 3 A Championship
Charlie 19 4 B Championship
Alfie 19 2 B Championship
Ricky 19 2 B Championship
Peter 19 2 B Championship
Jamal 19 9 B Championship
Paul 18 4 C Premier League
Ed 18 7 C Premier League
Dave 18 2 C Premier League
Grant 20 5 C Premier League
Eric 20 3 C Premier League
Greg 20 3 B Championship
Lenny 18 2 B Championship
Rob 19 2 B Championship
Kevin 21 3 B Championship
Phil 18 2 B Championship
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RESULTS

Following best practice recommendations for high quality IPA 
studies, present study identified themes at the superordinate level. 
These four superordinate themes were “perception,” “intentionality,” 
“detecting the line,” and “having a bit of banter.” The notion of 
perception connects with the other themes creating a rich, cohesive 
narrative (Nizza et  al., 2021) around how views on bullying and 
banter are open to interpretation. In this section, each theme 
is described and illustrated with quotes (Conroy and de Visser, 
2013), as well as supporting interpretative commentary.

Perception
Perception was at the heart of the individual players’ perspectives 
regarding whether behavior was seen as bullying or banter. 
In a lot of cases, footballers discussed perception from the 
victim’s perspective but they also highlighted how the perpetrator’s 
perception of their own intentions is vital. From a victim’s 
perspective, extracts such as James’ revealed that perception 
drives whether behaviors are seen as bullying, “the big thing 
for me is individual perception. What some people class as 
banter, some people class as bullying. What some people find 
funny, other people do not find funny.” This account highlighted 
the importance of an individual’s perception of their line yet 
showed how the placement of this varies. James’ view of the 
divide between bullying and banter was categorical in the sense 
that he  used language around “some people’s classification,” as 
a means of clearly separating these concepts.

For younger players, such as Greg however, the divide 
between bullying and banter was seen as more nuanced and 
less clear-cut:

Oh…I dunno…it’s hard…I find it [the divide] is difficult 
to describe unless you  gave me different scenarios, 
situations. Then I can probably say yeah, I think that’s 
bullying or no, that’s not. But I think it’s hard for me to 
say it because you do not know. People deal with things 
in different ways and there’ll be  some people who’ll 
be happier with things being done to them or said than 
others. So, it’s a hard one to say.

Greg’s reference to not knowing and finding it “hard” 
portrayed a certain anguish and complexity with identifying 
these behaviors, raising questions about whether there is a 
line between banter and bullying. Moreover, this account echoed 
James’ view that these terms can be  categorized. However, 
given Greg could not clearly distinguish the two concepts, 
highlighted the challenges for players to conform to professional 
football’s expectations regarding behavior. Latterly, his quote 
also implied that some individuals are regarded as being able 
to “take” behaviors better than others. This fueled a sense that 
bullying in football is a result of a potential “problem” on the 
victim’s side.

This problem of perception was furthered by Ed, when 
he  discussed the differences in perspectives around bullying 
and banter from both the victim’s and potential perpetrator’s side:

Cos they may feel like I’m being picked on and when 
they speak to [the] person, they say “oh no it’s not that 
it’s only banter” [but] he [the perpetrator has] taken it 
way too far.

Ed’s extract was indicative of a feeling that speaking out 
around bullying behavior may be especially difficult for victims 
in football. Seemingly, the power to determine what is banter 
or not is held by the perpetrator, posing significant concerns 
for the welfare of other individuals. In this case, labeling this 
behavior as a more acceptable term of “banter” may also 
legitimize the bullying within the professional football culture. 
This was a view which Phil elaborated on:

Um…it’s tough to say. I think you have got to be the 
person [the perpetrator] who’s saying it to understand 
what they say. So, you could be sitting in the changing 
room and hear something come flat out of someone’s 
mouth and you might think to yourself “well hang on a 
minute I do not think that’s banter.” But to the person 
saying it, “I’m only joking.” I think you can only really 
understand whether its banter or not from the person 
who’s saying [it]. So, if you mean it in a certain way, 
you  will put it across as I’m saying it that way. But 
you have really gotta understand, understand the person 
and the tone of voice and then understand well are they 
that type of person to say in a spiteful way and to 
understand whether it’s banter or not.

Phil’s view appeared to reemphasize a belief in football, 
particularly among the younger players in this study, that the 
perpetrator’s view is critical in determining whether behavior 
is seen as bullying or banter. This appears to warrant more 
education on these concepts to all involved in the game. The 
adoption of the perpetrator’s view also excuses this individual 
to some degree and takes the focus away from the importance 
of the victim’s perspective. It raises interesting questions about 
whether this is a view shaped in the academy environment 
which these players have recently progressed through or reflects 
individual maturation. Moreover, the stress placed by players, 
such as Phil on “needing to understand” the perpetrator, 
conveyed a sympathy for this individual rather than any potential 
victim of their behavior. This is especially problematic for any 
potential victims of “banter” in football, as by framing behavior 
this way, it creates an expectation this behavior must be accepted. 
Seemingly, excusing the perpetrator may be  more important 
than safeguarding other individuals’ welfare.

Oli offered an interesting alternative view around the degree 
to which the perpetrator’s view may be  supported, depending 
on insider versus outsider perspectives of banter in football:

I think on social media it would be banter, but I think 
people from the outside, if they have seen that. If they 
have seen that, they might think it’s bullying and so on.

This view was reflective of an element of seclusion in 
professional football (Parker and Manley, 2016) whereby the 
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individuals within the perimeter walls or fences of the club 
(e.g., players and coaches) are “insiders,” whereas others interested 
in the sport (e.g., the media and public) are “outsiders.” Despite 
his status as an “insider,” Oli made references to people on 
the “outside” of football seeing bullying and banter in a different 
way, implying that players know that their behavior would 
not be appropriate elsewhere. Established communities of practice 
in professional football (Parker, 2006) appear to permit players 
to carry on behaving as they wish, while also allowing a more 
extreme version of banter and bullying. This creates a potential 
blindness to wrongdoing for professional football’s “insiders.” 
However, the advent of social media has changed the nature 
of professional football’s inner environment, insofar as players’ 
behavior can be  observed by a much broader audience. 
Unwittingly, this creates a situation where potential wrongdoing 
in the form of bullying can be  observed and the behavior of 
professional football’s “insiders” can receive greater scrutiny. 
Though this does highlight an important finding that safeguarding 
of players may only occur when wrongdoing is observable 
through outside channels, such as social media.

Detecting the Line
An important perceptual element of what separated banter 
from bullying was the participants’ views on the point at which 
the line starts to be  crossed between these behaviors. Many 
of the participants highlighted how this metaphorical line is 
crucial in discriminating between these concepts. Yet the concept 
of the “line” revealed a range of perspectives on its precise 
identification and whether it can even be  located. Kevin’s view 
was reflective of this:

But I think there’s a line with banter. And some people 
do not know the line, some people’s lines are further 
away and some people’s lines are very close…You can 
overstep and that’s when you can see confrontations in 
football in the changing room.

Kevin’s various references to “the line” were symbolic of 
the importance placed on this hypothetical divide between 
banter and bullying in football, though the differences he alluded 
to outline the individualistic nature of perceptions of bullying.

In a similar vein, Eric highlighted the varied nature of 
perceptions around the dividing line between banter and 
bullying. As an Irish player, he  illustrated something more 
profound around a potential passive acceptance of racism, 
framed as banter: “(if someone said)2 or something like that, 
another person could be  like that’s racist, that’s the line for 
him, so that’s where you  draw the line for him.” This 
demonstrated a worrying example of the permitting nature 
of sport whereby victims of potential bullying accept behaviors 
described as “casual racism” as part of “humorful banter” to 
ease racial tensions (Cleland, 2016; Hylton, 2018). Furthermore, 
the ways in which Eric highlighted differing perspectives 
around whether a racist term crossed the line or not, was 

2 The term used by the participant is a racial slur referring to people who are 
from the Traveller community.

indicative of an awareness within professional football that 
this behavior is inappropriate. Yet it also suggested that this 
could continue without sanctions, posing significant concerns 
for the welfare of players from minority ethnic groups 
in football.

Though Kevin and Eric discussed the “line” between banter 
and bullying as being quite variable, other players discussed 
something much more precise. Paul articulated that “once 
it goes to that line, there’s not a lot of width in it and it 
could quickly transfer to other side.” On the surface Paul’s 
references to there being “not a lot of width” appeared a 
lot clearer about when banter transitions into bullying, but 
on closer inspection, his extract still did not identify 
objectifiable means of identifying either concept in football. 
To this end, the players’ identification of a line felt somewhat 
tenuous, presenting significant challenges related to 
safeguarding players in football, as problem behaviors are 
hard to identify.

Others, though, were more categorical that this was possible:

If you noticed someone constantly picking on the same 
person you could realize that maybe they are taking it 
a step too far and if they are outright criticizing them 
in front of someone then you could notice it. (Rob).

In addition to this, Dave proposed that coaches may detect 
the line being crossed as: “Coaches would know really well 
by your body language, whether you  are interested or not. 
Whether you  are not having a good time or if you  have [not] 
got loads of confidence.” In both these cases, players outlined 
clear behavioral information, such as repetitive criticism and 
observable body language, to establish bullying rather than banter.

Although the previous extracts provided some means to 
uncover bullying, Kevin expressed a divergent view around 
ease of detection using behavioral information:

Some people’s lines they do not make clear to people. 
And sometimes people…laugh back and really, they are 
not happy with the fact of what someone said but they 
are laughing to try and cover their insecurity. And that’s 
when people think that guy’s line’s not here and they 
take it a bit further, and it gets to a point…that’s too 
much and then everyone sees it in the room.

Here, Kevin’s mention of the term “insecurity” came with 
a connotation that those in football may pathologize wrongdoing 
as the victim’s problem. In this light, it is potentially unsurprising 
that these individuals do not “make their lines clear” or blow 
the whistle on wrongdoing as Kevin described. Despite this, 
Kevin did give the sense that the onus is still on the victim 
to flag these inappropriate acts. Meanwhile, this account also 
highlighted the fallibility of relying on behavioral cues to 
identify bullying as opposed to more prosocial banter in this 
context, as football’s participants learn to emotionally suppress 
negative feelings resulting from others’ behaviors. This results 
in a situation where it becomes “too much” as Kevin outlined 
and threats to individuals’ welfare become more pronounced.
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“Having a Bit of Banter”
Through their discussions around the themes of perception 
and the detection of the line, the players discussed the necessary 
yet debatable element of humor, resulting in a unanimous 
theme around the dividing line of “having a bit of banter.” 
This was characteristic of the humor deployed by players, which 
was largely seen as facilitative to their cohesion as a group 
and performance, despite it occasionally crossing the dividing 
line into bullying. In the main, “having a bit of banter” was 
articulated in relation to players’ conceptualization of banter itself:

Funny stuff, that everyone finds funny. That’s when it’s 
banter like if somebody said something to me and 
I found it funny about me. Say if someone was bantering 
me and I  found it funny, like fair enough like, that’s 
banter. (Charlie).

Charlie’s account was indicative of a playful view of banter, 
which appears equal for both parties in the exchange, as the 
receiver of the joke finds the interaction “funny.” However, a 
deeper inspection of his account demonstrates a fragile 
assumption that “everyone” will find certain jokes “funny” in 
football. This statement conflicts earlier parts of the participants’ 
accounts where the individualistic nature of perception around 
banter and bullying was stressed. Despite players’ awareness 
that banter and bullying are individually experienced and 
perceived, it may be  that professional football shapes a belief 
that humor is always ok. Jamal hinted to this, “it’s like, there’s 
always banter, there’s always jokes being made. But then here 
it’s like, everyone’s kind of cool with everyone kind of thing.” 
The belief that “everyone’s kind of cool, with everyone,” 
demonstrates a prosocial view of banter which separates it 
from bullying behavior, yet there are risks to this assumption 
given players may mask the negative sides of banter, as discussed 
within the detecting the line theme. Furthermore, it highlights 
concerns about who determines what is a joke and by what 
means in potentially severe contexts, such as professional football.

Nonetheless, players from other clubs, such as Eric continued 
the positive view of banter, suggesting that these views are 
grounded across football contexts, rather than at particular clubs:

Someone would be can you breathe in that? Are you ok 
breathing…? You know, just the clothes they are wearing, 
or they messed up in training or you know anything as 
small as that like you know.

This extract was more revealing of some of the content of 
this banter, which typically revolves around essential components 
in professional football, such as identity and performance. 
While Kevin agreed that this process contained positive essence, 
he  felt it needed to be  treated cautiously:

[“Having a bit of banter” it is] to try and bond with the 
team to try and get team cohesion about, even though 
that might be at one person’s expense. I think it gels the 
team more banter, it can be positive and healthy, it is 
important. But I’ve seen it can…cos it’s a very fine line; 

it can easily be  pushed too far. So, it can be  a very 
delicate subject.

Although Kevin continued the positive theme of banter in 
relation to bonding and team cohesion, the degree to which 
this behavior is “healthy” as he  outlined could be  questioned 
from the divergence within his own account. The precariousness 
around the “very fine line” he  alluded to which can be  easily 
transgressed, suggested something more troublesome for 
safeguarding players’ welfare. This appeared to stretch beyond 
one player at a particular club, given Oli’s view that “whereas 
banter is, can be  light, it can obviously cross the line to 
bullying.” Oli’s language was especially noteworthy here, as 
while he  described banter as “light” the apparent ease for this 
behavior to “cross the line into bullying” would suggest something 
different. Moreover, describing banter as “light” is reflective 
of a potential discourse in professional football which may 
downplay the severer side of this behavior. This perhaps questions 
more broadly the overwhelmingly positive view of banter, which 
is shaped by the identity required of a professional footballer.

This potential for banter to cross the dividing line into 
bullying was expressed more graphically by James:

(When the) word “fatty” is associated with somebody, 
they would never show that is affecting them because if 
they did then they would get it more because its classed 
as funny…It would be having a joke at their expense, to 
make them look better in front of everybody and not 
really caring about the effect it had on the individual.

This account provided a more sinister, severe perspective 
on the process of “having a bit of banter.” It once more 
reaffirmed the degree to which players feel the need to suppress 
negative feelings associated with this form of “humor.” More 
disturbingly, it depicted a scenario where if these feelings were 
revealed that this banter would become a more active form 
of bullying, with a blatant disregard for the welfare of its 
recipients. As the most experienced member of the sample, 
it is possible that this view was grounded in James’ longevity 
in the sport or may have been shaped by a different expectation 
for players as he  came through the football system. Regardless 
of this though, it provided enough of a sense that the positive 
view of banter needed to be treated cautiously, given the degree 
to which others expressed that the line to bullying can be crossed.

Intentionality
One of the most significant perceptual markers of the dividing 
line between bullying and banter involved intentionality. Previous 
research has highlighted this as a cornerstone of definitions 
of bullying (Olewus, 1993), including how coaches view this 
concept in professional football (Newman et al., 2021a). However, 
several contradictions were found within and between the 
players’ accounts here, whereby acts of bullying could be  seen 
as accidental in nature. Furthermore, the notion of intentionality 
was also linked to banter behaviors. This was illustrative of 
something important that it is very difficult to separate concepts 
and the dividing line between them is blurred. Nonetheless 
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for some players, such as Lenny, they were unequivocal that 
bullying was intentional:

When you know it’s affecting them. Cos if you do not 
know it’s affecting them then, you are still in the wrong 
either way but it’s difficult for you to then know, he’s not 
enjoying this banter and it needs to stop. But if you know 
it’s affecting him and you  do something about it by 
stopping then that’s fine. But if you keep doing it and 
you know it’s affecting him, then that’s not right and it 
should not happen.

Lenny’s account separated bullying from banter based on 
bullying being a highly targeted act that carries clear intent 
despite obvious harm on behalf of the victim. It also included 
clear judgment about the behavior being “not right,” showing 
the seriousness of this bullying. Perhaps concerningly though, 
Lenny’s articulation of the distinction of bullying was still 
framed from the perpetrator’s perspective. In football, it 
appears that if the perpetrator thinks the behavior is not 
affecting the victim, then it is acceptable, rather than 
considering the victim’s perspective. This reinforced a 
troublesome sense that the professional football workplace 
may shape a view that perpetrators hold the power to frame 
potential wrongdoing as socially acceptable “banter.” This 
strong sense of importance placed on the combination of 
targeted and repetitive behaviors underpinning bullying was 
also reinforced by Kevin, “I think it’s consciously targeting 
that person…I think doing on them several, more than 
several times, it becomes bullying.”

The characterization of bullying as an intentional act was 
not common to all the players within the study. For Eric, 
there were contradictions with other accounts of bullying, as 
he  described an accidental act as ignorance, “I think if there 
was bullying going on at a club it would be just out of ignorance 
I  think, cos I  think that person’s just like that guy’s obviously 
a bit like whatever.” Eric’s ignorance may not seem as severe 
as a targeted bullying attempt, yet it does imply that there 
may be a passive acceptance of bullying acts in football, rather 
than active attempt at challenging these behaviors. A similar 
contradiction was illustrated by Grant:

Obviously, they know they are gonna go deep. So, I think 
they know, maybe, maybe they do not know but I think 
most people know when they go over the line and they 
hold their hands up…They do not mean to do it like. 
There’s no wake up in the morning and thinking I’m 
going to bully this player, it’s just the way they are.

Both Eric’s and Grant’s attempts included a degree of 
uncertainty around how intentional bullying is. This was 
interesting, given these players were from the same club, leading 
to potential considerations for making sure education and 
welfare is delivered effectively at a local level in football. For 
example, Grant’s reference to “thinking they know” or “maybe 
they do not know” conveyed vagueness in perceptions of 
intentionality, though it could be  questioned whether adopting 

this position provides some protection for the perpetrators of 
bullying, rather than concentrating on the welfare of the victims.

In contrast to those who clearly viewed the separation of 
bullying from banter to involve intentionality, Rob outlined 
an unintentional theme to wrongdoing.

But it’s not like you are doing it on purpose sometimes, 
but you are not realizing you are doing it…It might not 
even be intentional, it might just be how you act to that 
person but you do not realize how they are feeling…But 
I  think sometimes you  do not even realize you  are 
bullying someone, cos everyone, everyone treats other 
people on the scale of how they can be treated.

Rob’s account further questions the centrality of intent as 
a component of bullying. At the same time, though it highlights 
the danger in assuming that banter is distinct from bullying, 
as individuals’ non-intentional bantering or joking on behalf 
of the perpetrator may be  significantly impacting the recipient 
of this behavior in football. This problem is exacerbated by 
the way some players conflated bullying and banter.

Um…and just not involving them in your banter or in 
activities you are doing away from the club and stuff like 
that and if they are being victimized, they are gonna try 
and be  somebody that they are not. Like I’ve said 
numerous times, it’s difficult to know when to stop the 
banter and the teasing and when you can have it and 
when you cannot. (Lenny).

Interestingly, Lenny’s combination of discussion around 
players not being involved in the “banter” and “being victimized” 
suggested something more targeted than his following point 
about finding it hard to know when to stop banter. These 
forms of ostracism and targeting sounded more like bullying, 
yet Lenny projected a sense, through reiterating the “numerous 
times” he  made this point, that it is hard to determine when 
a joke ends and more abusive behavior begins.

This confusion between bullying and banter was maintained 
in other participants’ accounts:

I’d say the negatives would be, the negative would be just 
hurting, going out to intentionally hurt someone. Cos 
if your banter is doing it in spite of someone or to try 
and get to someone, then that’s a really bad thing. (Phil).

While Phil directly quoted the concept of banter, the process 
he  described in terms of an intent to harm portrayed a sense 
that he  was describing bullying. His acknowledgment that 
banter could be  done “to try and get to someone, then that’s 
a really bad thing,” divulged a concerning depiction of this 
behavior in professional football. It hinted at a feeling that 
banter camouflages bullying behavior and the dividing line 
between these concepts may not even truly exist.

Peter continued this theme by describing a targeted process 
in relation to both bullying and banter adding, “um…you are 
picking someone out and you  are going out of your way to 
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bully them or banter them in some kind of way.” The mixing 
of the word bully and banter further conflated these concepts. 
What was evident in Peter’s eyes was that both behaviors were 
targeted; however, what was less clear was the degree to which 
he  felt these concepts are distinct. Nonetheless, this account 
raised further concerns about the use of banter in professional 
football. This was supported by Oli, “probably crosses (the line) 
but I  think like bullying, you  can accidentally bully someone, 
‘cos obviously the banter.” Despite attempting to define bullying, 
this participant showed how it can be  an accidental process, 
which is intertwined with banter. It would appear that banter 
is seen by some professional footballers as a vehicle for behaviors 
that may drift into bullying. Overall, this suggests a darker side 
to the general positive view of banter in football, raising questions 
about the degree to which a conceptual divide with bullying exists.

DISCUSSION

The main purpose for the present study was to explore the 
dividing line between bullying and banter. Specifically, the study 
aimed to explore players’ perceptions of these concepts and 
their views around the point at which banter crosses the line 
into bullying. Moreover, the present study set out to explore 
how bullying and banter were framed in the professional football 
context. Within their accounts, players highlighted a range of 
different means by which bullying and banter may 
be  distinguished. This included views on the perception of 
bullying and banter, the degree to which the line between 
these concepts could be  detected, the process of “having a bit 
of banter,” and how much each concept carried an intent to 
harm. Nonetheless, these accounts were not consistent across 
participants, carrying clear implications for the safeguarding 
and welfare of players in professional football. On this basis, 
it is hoped that the findings will provide important information 
to professional football’s key stakeholders around managing 
player welfare.

Central to the participants’ accounts of the differences between 
bullying and banter was the importance placed on the perceptual 
divide between these concepts. While on the surface players 
described that these behaviors could be  separated, the nuances 
within their accounts demonstrated that this is more difficult 
than first imagined. In relation to bullying, these findings fitted 
in line with previous research which has described the 
individualistic perception of this behavior (Thornberg and 
Knutsen, 2011; Thornberg et  al., 2012), while extending work 
in this area by providing a similar conceptualization of banter. 
Taking these findings into account, it may provide some 
explanation why attempts to protect player welfare in football 
remain limited in their success (Parker and Manley, 2016). 
The individual nature of players’ perceptions of bullying and 
banter, and the relative lack of agency players have had in 
expressing their views (Pitchford et  al., 2004) when codes of 
conducts have been designed, results in safeguarding attempts 
which lack efficacy.

The lack of success of safeguarding approaches in professional 
football may also be  partly explained by a consistent finding 

across the participants’ accounts that the perpetrator frames 
the decision around what bullying and banter are in this 
context. Players expressed potentially misguided views around 
needing to understand the perspective of the perpetrator, giving 
rise to a sense that perceived bullying is the victim’s “problem.” 
For example, players expressed the view that if the perpetrator 
did not mean harm as part of their humor (Kowalski, 2000), 
then this must be  viewed as banter. This revealed concerns 
that for some players, they may not recognize that banter can 
be  offensive and cross the line of acceptability (Steer et  al., 
2020) and also raised doubts around the extent to which they 
would reflect on their potentially inappropriate actions. The 
results are exclusionary forms of banter which “cross this line” 
(Lawless and Magrath, 2021) being masked in professional 
football. Here, players seemingly appear to accept and reproduce 
a disciplinary form of humor (Edwards and Jones, 2018) which 
previous research suggests (Parker, 2006) they may have observed 
from their coaches.

Perceptions around inclusionary and exclusionary forms of 
“banter” also linked to how participants determined the line 
between bullying and banter. Worryingly, players in some cases 
appeared to suggest that casual racism may even be  accepted 
in some cases (Cleland, 2016; Hylton, 2018) suggesting a more 
extreme form of banter may be acceptable in professional football. 
This even contrasts with other masculine sporting contexts, such 
as cricket, where racism is seen to transgress acceptable forms 
of banter (Lawless and Magrath, 2021). It would appear that 
as part of professional football’s established community of practice 
(Parker, 2006), players learn that diversity almost acts as an 
excuse for bullying behavior to be  disguised as banter. In turn, 
the word banter legitimizes these discriminatory behaviors as 
socially “acceptable” in the professional football context. 
Furthermore, in comparison with findings with professional 
football coaches who highlighted discrimination as clearly 
identifying bullying in football (Newman et  al., 2021a), the 
present study shows that for players, the dividing line between 
bullying and banter may be  shifted in a more severe direction.

The more severely positioned divide players articulated may 
go some way to explaining why welfare concerns exist in 
football around the use of peer-group “banter,” which may 
otherwise be  interpreted as bullying (Oliver and Parker, 2019). 
Indeed, this idea of a dividing line itself may allow players 
to protect themselves from being accused of inappropriate 
banter, so long they stay within the perceived territory of 
what professional football deems “acceptable” behavior. In this 
light, it is understandable why participants highlighted that 
detecting the line between banter and bullying may be difficult 
as victims learn to “laugh off ” inappropriate actions toward 
them. Consistent with findings with coaches (Newman et  al., 
2021a), the need to conform to a masculine identity within 
professional football leads players to feel the need to “perform” 
a masculine identity (Connell, 2008). This results in them 
hiding forms of banter which they have found unacceptable.

Given players may hide the negative effects of banter, there 
was also a concerning assumption in some of their accounts 
that it would be  observable when behavior crossed the line 
between banter and bullying. Given previous research in football 
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has shown that victims of wrongdoing may not display signs 
that it is happening (Newman et  al., 2021b), players may not 
be in the best position to detect lines between more appropriate 
forms of banter and bullying. Likewise, other players felt coaches 
may be  in a good position to identify these behaviors instead. 
Though once more, this belief may be  problematic, as coaches 
have been found to be susceptible to blurring the lines between 
bullying and banter and may overestimate their ability in 
addressing these types of behaviors (Baar and Wubbels, 2013; 
Newman et  al., 2021a).

Although the conceptual divide between bullying and banter 
may be  difficult to distinguish at times, players did identify a 
more prosocial form of banter. In line with previous research, 
banter can fulfill an important role in creating camaraderie 
(Kennedy, 2000) among male footballers, while at the same 
time, players in the present study highlighted the positive impact 
this has on team cohesion. As such banter in this form offers 
the potential to aid bonding and ultimately performance in 
football, in a similar fashion to other sports, such as Rugby 
Union (Wagstaff et  al., 2017). Therefore, it would appear that 
banter in professional football is not necessarily a negative act, 
akin to bullying and instead can be  seen as a playful, jocular 
interaction which unites friendship (Steer et  al., 2020).

It should be  noted though that despite the more positively 
framed view of banter, within the “having a bit of banter” theme, 
players offered cautionary points about the potential for this 
humor to quickly cross the line into bullying. Thus, the potential 
warning signs around when this line of acceptability is being 
approached appear not to be observable to players. They highlighted 
examples, such as how a focus on individual appearance, can 
lead to a process of “banter” which would target an individual 
regardless of their feelings. From a contextual stance, it highlighted 
the need for individuals to achieve a particular identity in football 
remains (Parker, 2006) and if players do not achieve this they 
can expect to receive greater levels of derogation. From a 
theoretical stance, it would appear that this may drive a process 
of negative downward social comparison (Wills, 1981), through 
the use of banter, when players do not conform to these ideals. 
This carries a worrying implication for the welfare of players 
from a self-presentation perspective (Leary and Kowalski, 1990). 
Here, there is the potential for individuals to become preoccupied 
by concerns around managing their impression and leading them 
to carry a strong protective motivation to avoid being seen as 
different. This may have a significant bearing on their overall 
sense of self and wellbeing.

The potential harmful impact of the often positively view 
of banter linked to the final theme expressed around intentionality. 
In line with previous conceptualizations within both the 
mainstream psychological literature (Olewus, 1993), as well as 
in football specifically (Newman et  al., 2021a), this marked a 
clear differentiation of bullying from banter for some participants. 
In other cases, bullying and banter were both framed as 
intentional acts which set out to hurt individuals or exclude 
them from the team, further blurring the conceptual divide 
between them. From a contextual standpoint, this can 
be  understood through a process of “situated learning” in 
professional football, where players learn how to behave as 

part of the sport’s culture (Parker, 2006). Utilizing the lens of 
this conceptual model of learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991), 
players in this study may have socially learned within football 
that banter may need to be  more targeted than in other 
domains. This appears to provide support for the notion in 
professional football that for individuals to achieve peer-group 
credibility, they need to give insults often framed in the form 
of banter, to the point at where the recipient snaps (Parker, 
2006). The result is a form of “bad” banter which manifests 
itself in professional football.

Finally, the more “accidental” form of bullying described by 
some players further blurs the conceptual line with banter. This 
mirrors other findings in sport that argue perpetrators do not 
intentionally carry out hurtful actions, which nonetheless are 
viewed as bullying (Kerr et  al., 2016). As such these findings 
challenge previous definitions of bullying (e.g., Olewus, 1993; 
Volk et  al., 2014), which have highlighted the importance of a 
hostile form of intent in identifying this behavior. Sport and 
football specifically may be unique in this regard, in normalizing 
and potentially celebrating bullying behaviors (Parker, 2006; Kerr 
et al., 2016), meaning this harmful intent is much more difficult 
to discern and may occur by accident. Moreover, by viewing 
these behaviors as accidental, it may indirectly legitimize players 
to continue using them, creating concerns that serious wrongdoing 
may be  challenged or addressed. In terms of the safeguarding 
of welfare of individuals in these contexts, this presents a worrying 
picture around conceptual ambiguity and the normalization of 
inappropriate behaviors in football and wider sport.

Overall, the present study’s findings provide an important 
conceptual and contextual addition to the research literature on 
bullying and banter. Given the variety in perceptions around 
bullying and banter, it highlights a blurred line between these 
concepts. This adds evidence to claims (Kerr et  al., 2016) that 
classifying behaviors as bullying and banter based on strict 
definitional criteria may be  less useful in professional football. 
Instead, the focus should be  on the behaviors enacted by 
individuals within this environment, as well as their perceptions 
of how these behaviors impact their wellbeing (Kerr et al., 2016). 
The findings in relation to banter in sport specifically appear 
to fit with this viewpoint as participants construed this behavior 
in many ways. In line with the theoretical propositions of Benign 
Moral Violation theory (McGraw and Warren, 2010), players 
outlined how this banter can be  offensive yet also occurs in a 
situation among friends within a team. Thus, the present findings 
added further weight to claims banter is a complex and 
contradictory phenomenon in sport (Lawless and Magrath, 2021).

From a contextual standpoint, the present study also highlights 
the importance of sport and particularly football, in framing 
views of bullying and banter. Due to the tendency of players 
to frame both behaviors on the peer-to-peer level, the findings 
extend Stirling’s (2009) conceptual model of maltreatment in 
sport by suggesting that banter also occurs as part of a 
“non-critical” relationship in the same way as bullying. The 
present findings also tend to reaffirm that bullying (and banter) 
occurs in sport within relationships where there is a power 
imbalance but the perpetrator is not in a position of authority 
(Stirling, 2009). This may make the detection of this behavior 
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challenging, as the players highlighted bullying occurs through 
the social and emotional means (e.g., excluding other players 
and excessive banter) proposed by Stirling (2009), rather than 
through overt physical actions. Moreover, the findings give 
credence to the persistence of the “sport ethic” (Hughes and 
Coakley, 1991) in professional football which focuses less on 
player wellbeing and potentially more on performance. The 
degree to which players appeared to legitimize more severe 
forms of banter, as well as the degree to which the perpetrator’s 
view on what may or may not be acceptable behavior is upheld, 
still presents significant issues in this context. Ultimately, this 
might explain how and why reporting wrongdoing through 
safeguarding channels may remain difficult, posing continued 
concerns for welfare in football.

Applied Implications
As a result of the findings within the present study around 
how the participants conceptualized the dividing line between 
bullying and banter, two implications are set forward. Firstly, 
football’s key stakeholders (e.g., coaches, players, sporting 
directors, and shareholders) need to be  educated around the 
blurred conceptual line between bullying and banter, as well 
as the subsequent impact this may have on individual welfare. 
Specifically, education needs to realize the fluid, rather than 
binary nature of banter in professional football (Lawless and 
Magrath, 2021). This fluidity means that individuals need 
to realize at what point the line between banter and bullying 
might start to be  approached, as banter can quickly cross 
the line from acceptable, inclusionary forms of this behavior 
to unacceptable, exclusionary actions which mimic bullying. 
Education programs in professional football need to reaffirm 
that exclusionary forms of banter cannot be legitimized within 
this sport, as they transgress “acceptable” behavior (Lawless 
and Magrath, 2021). Similarly, more effort is needed to 
identify “loaded” forms of banter with professional football’s 
stakeholders, given harmful comments are often knowingly 
masked as being inoffensive. Secondly, linked to the previous 
point, perceptions of bullying and banter need to be challenged 
at all levels of professional football. Interventions need to 
address the normalization of severe behaviors and “banter” 
in this environment and provide clear channels for individuals 
to be  able to speak out about their concerns. More work 
needs to focus on the actual behavior of football’s various 
stakeholders, challenging the sense that the acceptability of 
actions is framed from the perpetrator’s perspective. This 
needs to target individual, club and wider organizational 
level perceptions of bullying and banter, to proactively manage 
wellbeing in this context. For example, work focused on 
academy contexts may be  useful to create a different culture 
around these concepts for new players as they enter and 
develop through professional football.

Limitations and Future Research 
Directions
Although the study made an important contribution to further 
understanding the conceptual divide between bullying and 

banter, it does present limitations that need consideration. 
Firstly, while the present study addressed an important issue 
by exploring players’ perceptions of the divide between bullying 
and banter, there is still a need to engage other stakeholders’ 
perspectives of these concepts, to better safeguard individuals 
in football. A focus on the views of individuals who are 
employed to protect wellbeing in football, such as safeguarding 
leads, player care officers and sport psychologists may 
be  particularly useful in this regard. Secondly, although the 
present study has identified important information about the 
often-blurred conceptual divide between bullying and banter, 
it did not focus specifically on the outcomes of these behaviors. 
Future research may seek to explore the outcomes for both 
perpetrators and victims of bullying and banter in sport, to 
understand the impact more fully on wellbeing. Thirdly, the 
present study may present linguistic issues which may be worth 
consideration. The use of the concepts bullying and banter 
was relevant to UK professional footballers, but it is less known 
whether these concepts are applicable within other languages 
or other versions of the English language. Therefore, future 
studies may explore the relevance of these terms both within 
and outside of professional football to explore whether there 
are similar issues in distinguishing between them. Finally, the 
present study remained limited to the perspective of male 
professional footballers. Future studies may engage the 
perspectives of other players, such as women professionals and 
male and female grassroots participants, to explore whether 
the findings are systemic across football as a sport.

CONCLUSION

The present study makes an important contribution to the 
literature on bullying and banter in various ways. Firstly, 
we  identified the often-blurred conceptual divide between 
bullying and banter. This serves to challenge potential 
misconceptions around banter being seen as a solely prosocial 
behavior in football. Secondly, we  unearthed the importance 
of individual perceptions in determining what appropriate 
behavior is. This provides important information around the 
need to focus on these perceptions and avoid binary classifications 
of bullying and banter. Finally, we  identified the importance 
of the culture of professional football in shaping perceptions 
of these behaviors. It is hoped that the present findings provide 
important information which can educate those in sport around 
the concepts of bullying and banter, while at the same time 
informing the future development of safeguarding and 
welfare programs.
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The sport movement must protect children and young athletes from all forms of abuse.

However, research points to a disconnect between policy and implementation of policy

against sexual abuse. No studies have investigated measures against sexual abuse in

Swedish sport. The purpose of this study was to explore measures against sexual abuse

in the 10 largest sports federations (SFs) for child and youth sport in Sweden. The study

draws on interviews with representatives (n = 18) of the SFs and on a review of SFs’

website content regarding sexual abuse and safe sport. Results show that the SFs

have taken few or no measures against sexual abuse. Measures for safe sports vary

in existence, development, and organization between the SFs, and many SFs are in

the early stages of safe sport measures and practice. Although the SF representatives

emphasize that sexual abuse is unacceptable, a conflict between making it visible or

invisible emerges and creates a gap between policy and practice. Reproducing a culture

of silence around sexual abuse in sports seems advantageously for SFs. Social and

organizational factors that can debilitate safe sport measures and facilitate sexual abuse

in sport are discussed.

Keywords: sexual abuse, sexual harassment, violence, safe sport, child protection, athlete welfare, sport policy

INTRODUCTION

Sexual abuse involves all forms of unwanted and abusive sexual behaviors. It is a global social
problem that can severely harm the lives and health of those subjected to it (Stoltenborgh et al.,
2011). Sport is by no means immune to sexual abuse (e.g., Auweele et al., 2008; Fasting et al., 2011;
Mountjoy et al., 2016; Parent et al., 2016; Vertommen et al., 2016; Johansson and Lundqvist, 2017).
Elite-sport in particular has been associated with vulnerability and risk of abuse, including sexual
abuse of young athletes (Wilinsky and McCabe, 2020). Sexual abuse violates children’s rights and
human rights as well as the foundational values and policy of sport on national and international
levels (UNICEF, 2010; Mountjoy et al., 2015; BRIS, 2017).

The risks and harm of sexual abuse are affected by the inclination to disclose abuse and
the kind of help and support that is offered—and reaches—those in need of it (Parent,
2011). Unfortunately, the literature reveals a history of ignorance and silence of sexual
abuse in sport and governing agencies in sport rarely acknowledge or address sexual abuse
(e.g., Parent and Hlimi, 2013; Brackenridge and Rhind, 2014; Kerr et al., 2014; Lang
and Hartill, 2014; Mountjoy et al., 2016). Studies as well as sexual abuse cases reported
in the media indicate that safeguarding measures in sports often fall short in protecting
athletes (Parent and Demers, 2011; Mountjoy et al., 2016; Johansson and Lundqvist, 2017;
Bjørnseth and Szabo, 2018; Kerr et al., 2020). In response to the many public scandals of
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sexual abuse in sport and 30 years of research emphasizing
this as a prevalent problem in sport, safe sport policy and
procedures have been developed (Rhind and Owusu-Sekyere,
2020). Correspondingly, this development has been the focus
of a growing number of studies into safeguarding and child
protection in sport (Brackenridge and Rhind, 2014). It has been
found that few protection measures are evidence-based or built
on theory, and they are rarely evaluated to determine whether the
intended outcomes have been achieved (Parent and Hlimi, 2013;
Hartill and O’Gorman, 2014; Lang and Hartill, 2014; Gurgis and
Kerr, 2021). According to the literature, the implementation of
policy has not kept pace with policy development, which created
a problematic gap between policy and practice (Brackenridge,
2002; Parent andDemers, 2011; Donnelly et al., 2016; Rulofs et al.,
2019; Kerr et al., 2020).

Bridging the gap between policy and practice is crucial for
developing safe sport environments and preventing abuse at all
levels of sport (Lang and Hartill, 2014). As UNICEF emphasized
in their report about protecting children from violence in sport:
“Good intentions and written policies mean nothing if they are
not translated into action” (2010, p. 21). The circumstances
and state of the safeguarding of sport demonstrate a need
to align research, policy, and practice for the development of
safe sport measures. Parent and Demers (2011) suggest that
such alignment could facilitate empirically informed measures
and the development of a theoretical foundation to inform
practice and to develop systemic, sustainable safe sport measures
and a safe sport culture. Evaluation is an important step in
the development of evidence-based policy and practice. Vitally
important knowledge can be gained by examining safeguarding
and protectionmeasures in sport, which in turn will help improve
the implementation of policy (Parent andHlimi, 2013; Hartill and
O’Gorman, 2014).

The present study is an attempt to contribute to the
implementation of sport policy by exploring measures against
sexual abuse in sport in Sweden. Previous reports have noted that
Swedish sport is lagging when it comes to athlete safeguarding
compared to other European countries (Chroni et al., 2012;
Mergaert et al., 2016). Research into sexual abuse in sport in
Sweden has been sparse and no studies have explored measures
against sexual abuse in Swedish sport (Johansson, 2017). The
purpose of this study was to explore measures against sexual
abuse in the ten largest sports federations (SFs) for child and
youth sport in Sweden. Swedish child and youth sport include
athletes between the ages 7 and 25years and disabled athletes of
all ages. Representatives from the SFs were interviewed about
their measures against sexual abuse and their experiences with
safe sport and sexual abuse cases. The following four research
questions were explored:

1. Which measures against sexual abuse have been implemented
by the SFs?

2. How is sexual abuse addressed on the SFs website?
3. How is the management of reported sexual abuse

cases described?
4. Which barriers and facilitators can affect the SFs

implementation of sport policy against sexual abuse?

The definition of “sexual abuse” in this study draws on the policy

against sexual abuse of the Swedish Sport Confederation (SSC),

which broadly applies to all SFs, district federations, and local

sport clubs. Sexual abuse is defined as “all sexual actions that are

made toward someone, in front of someone, or that one person

makes someone else to do, against the subjected person’s will”

(SSC, 2011, p. 2). The study focusses specifically on the child and

youth sport context (i.e., athletes 7–25 years old). I thus use the

term “sexual abuse” instead of “child sexual abuse” in this paper

to include persons both under and above age 18. I will finish

this introduction by describing the context of Swedish sport and
sexual abuse.

The sport movement in Sweden as in other Nordic countries
has a strong connection to civic society informed by a “sport
for all” vision. The Swedish sport movement is governed

by The Swedish Sports Confederation (SSC). The SSC is

the national umbrella organization of Sweden’s 72 national
sport federations (SFs). In turn the sport movement contains
approximately 800 district federations and 20,000 local sports-
clubs. The governmentality of Swedish sport is informed by
relative autonomy between the SSC, SFs, district federations, and
sport-clubs (Barker-Ruchti et al., 2018). Moreover, Swedish sport
is primarily organized on a voluntary, non-profit, government
funded basis. The majority of leaders, directors, and coaches
in Swedish sport-clubs are volunteers (Eliasson, 2017). The
SSC administers government funding to the SFs. To receive
this funding, sport organizations must, among other things,
implement a “child rights perspective” (SSC, 2009).

During the last decade, sexual abuse of children and young
athletes in sport has received increased attention in Sweden
as in many other countries. Sweden’s first high profile case
was reported in 2011 when retired high-jumper Patrik Sjöberg
(Olympic medallist 1984, current European record holder, and
ranked third in the world to this day) revealed that his former
coach had sexually abused him and several other young male
athletes. During the #metoo movement in 2017 and 2018, sexual
abuse received massive public attention and debate in Sweden
as in many other countries. That debate and the numerous
testimonies also included the sport context under the hashtag
#timeout. Since then, the culture of silence in sport has been a
reoccurring topic in public debate and news about abuse in sport.
For example, the Kyle Beach disclosure in 2021 about sexual
abuse in the NFL sparked a wave of testimonies of abuse that
had gone unreported in Swedish ice hockey and other sports (e.g.,
Dagens Nyheter, 2021).

In response to the attention to sexual abuse in Swedish sport,
especially in 2011 and onwards, there has been somewhat of a
shift from promoting foundational values and benefits of sport
to child protection and prevention of harm (cf. Gurgis and Kerr,
2021). “Safe sport” developed as the overarching phrase during
this shift. Safe sport measures initiated by the SSC involve a
national code of conduct for the sports movement, a policy
against sexual abuse, and written guidelines for the safeguarding
of children in sports. The first policy document against sexual
harassment in sport (SSC, 2005) emphasizes the responsibility to
act according to policy:
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Considering that sport is the greatest popular movement in

Sweden and by far the largest child and youth organization we

have an obvious responsibility to actively prevent and counter

sexual harassment. All forms of harassment contravene the

mission statements of sport. (SSC, 2005, p. 3)

In 2011 an additional policy document against sexual abuse
was adopted (SSC, 2011). This policy specifically addresses the
protection of children and young athletes from sexual abuse
and outlines prevention and intervention measures that broadly
applies to the Swedish sport movement. In addition to these
policies and guidelines, the SSC has established a whistle-blower
function and a Sports Ombudsman. Also, since 2020 criminal
record checks of persons working, paid or unpaid, with children
in sports is mandatory. Thus, measures to detect, report, and
prevent potential misconduct and harm, including harassment,
abuse, bullying, violence, and neglect have been developed by
the SSC.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Theoretical Framework
This is a study of sport as a social and cultural institution. From a
sociological perspective, safe practice in sport environments can
prevent sexual abuse and protect athletes. However, socialization
can also enable sexual abuse by normalizing abusive behaviors
and power imbalance on individual, relationship, organizational,
and structural levels (Johansson, 2017; Rhind and Owusu-
Sekyere, 2020; Roberts et al., 2020). Power inequity operates
on all levels in society and sports. In their systemic review
of organizational factors and non-accidental violence in sport,
Roberts et al. (2020) identified organizational tolerance as the
first and power imbalance as the second key factors associated to
sexual abuse. Organizational tolerance for abuse informed by the
status quo of sport can create a culture of silence that contributes
to athlete isolation and to the camouflaging of sexual abuse.

Organizational factors that can facilitate sexual abuse and
debilitate safeguarding measures in sport likely apply to the
Swedish sport movement. Due to factors such as autonomy,
self-governance, limited financial and human resources, and
voluntary staff, Swedish sport may be ill-equipped to prevent
sexual abuse and governing federations to enforce desired
practices (cf. Parent and Demers, 2011; Donnelly et al., 2016;
Eliasson, 2017; Barker-Ruchti et al., 2018; Roberts et al., 2020).
Drawing on this theoretical framework, developing a safe culture
in sport requires an integrated whole-of-systems approach
involving individual agency, social structure, and organizational
investment (Rhind et al., 2017; Rhind and Owusu-Sekyere, 2020;
Roberts et al., 2020). In the present study, these measures equate
to the implementation of policy against sexual abuse through
practical measures taken by people within Swedish SFs. SF
representatives can provide insights into safeguarding measures
and the ideas, knowledge, and perceptions that inform them.
Their accounts can contribute to an understanding of the socio-
cultural structures and organizational factors that can facilitate or
debilitate measures against sexual abuse.

Sample
This study involves an examination of measures against sexual
abuse taken by Swedish sport federations (SFs). The study was
funded by the SSC. A purposive sample was decided on in
collaboration with the SSC to include the 10 largest SFs.1 The
selection of SFs was based on state activity funding for child
and youth sports (LOK-stöd). In other words, SFs with the most
sport activities during the year of 2018 for athletes between
7 and 25 years of age and physical or intellectual disabled
athletes of all ages were included. The sampled SFs manage
the following sports on a national level: athletics, basketball,
equestrian sports, floorball,2 football, gymnastics, handball, ice
hockey, and swimming. Some SFs represent one sport (e.g., the
Swedish Basketball Federation), others more than one (e.g., the
Swedish Swimming Federation, which covers swimming, artistic
swimming, diving, and water polo). Together, the 10 sampled
SFs organize the vast majority of the child and youth sports in
Sweden. These SFs thus have a significant impact on clubs and
young athletes.

The sampling and recruitment of participants included
two primary steps. First, managing directors of SFs were
emailed about the study. The initial intent was to recruit two
representatives from each SF: one SF representative with a
general officer or management position and one with more
particular responsibilities for safe sports. These sampling criteria
were presented in the initial e-mail and the directors were
asked to suggest potential participants, including themselves,
who met these criteria. However, most SFs did not have
positions or staff exclusively committed to safe sports and I was
unable to recruit two representatives from every SF who met
these sampling criteria. Instead, I adapted the sample to the
positions and responsibilities available in each SF. Thus, only
one participant represented the SFs for tennis and floorball.
Second, potential participants were contacted individually with
detailed information about the study and an invitation to
participate. The final sample included 18 participants. They held
positions in their SF as secretary general, sports director/chief
executive, child and youth sports officer, development officer,
sport/member ombudsman, board member, and safe sport
council representative. Some participants had worked in their SF
for many years (and were once athletes in the sport themselves),
others were quite new in their position or the SF.

Materials and Procedures
The study draws on two data sets. Interviews with the sampled
SF representatives (n = 18) were the primary source of data. In
addition, a review of the SFs website content on sexual abuse
and safe sport was performed. Below, each of the procedures are
described, including the data collection and analysis.

Interviews
A qualitative method was used to conduct interviews to explore
measures (or lack thereof) against sexual abuse by the SF

1The SSC was not involved in any part of the study besides suggesting the sample.
2Floorball is a type of indoor floor hockey played with sticks and a plastic ball. Each

team has five players and a goalkeeper.
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and gain an understanding of SFs representatives’ experiences
with safe sport and management of sexual abuse cases. The
interviews took place between November 2019 and February
2020. I handled all interview procedures, including participant
interaction, interviewing, data transcription, and analysis. The
interviews took place face-to-face in private locations (typically
conference rooms) at the SFs’ offices, chosen by the participants.
Prior to the interviews, we talked about the study and participants
were invited to ask questions. Written consent forms were signed
by participants prior to the interviews. As interviewer my role
was to facilitate the conversation by asking questions, listening
actively, and being responsive (Bryman, 2016). A semi-structured
interview guide with thematically organized topics relating to the
research questions was used. The interview themes included (1)
background, (2) SFs policy and guidelines regarding sexual abuse,
(3) prevention and intervention measures, (4) case management,
(5) facilitators and barriers. Probes were used to gain detailed
accounts from the SFs-representatives. Interviews lasted between
1 and 3 h and were digitally recorded. The interviews were
transcribed verbatim, except for details that were altered for the
sake of confidentiality (e.g., names, sport events, and locations).

The study’s research questions guided the analysis by outlining
three main themes: (1) measures against sexual abuse, (2)
experiences of case management, (3) facilitators and barriers to
the implementation of sport policy against sexual abuse. First, an
initial coding into the three themes was performed. During the
second coding the following subthemes were labeled:

1) Measures: (a) existence of measures, (b) policy and guidelines,
(c) criminal record checks, (d) coach licensing, (e) disciplinary
bodies, (f) Ombudsman functions, (g) education, (h)
case management

2) Experiences of case management: (a) incidence of reported
cases, (b) experience of case management

3) Barriers and facilitators: (a) facilitators, (b) barriers

Lastly quotations that illustrated each subtheme was highlighted.
The results were organized and presented with the themes and
subthemes as outlined. I translated the quotations to English.

Review of Sport Federation Websites
Young people often turn to the Internet for information (Kerr
et al., 2014); SF websites may thus be an important source for
educating, displaying, and normalizing the conversation about
sexual abuse, as well as for sharing directions, resources, and
support. For example, website content can contain information
that is directly addressed to children and young people,
which may help to empower and protect them against sexual
abuse (Eliasson, 2017; Hartill et al., 2019). The purpose of
reviewing the SF websites was to gain insight into their display
and content about sexual abuse and safe sports. It should
be acknowledged that website content does not necessarily
mirror SFs protection measures more broadly, inaccessibility of
information on websites may be a question of functionality of
and (poor) web-design rather than actual content. Moreover, the
data collection was performed during the first stage of the study,
in October 2019. It is likely that the websites have been updated
since data collection. The SFs representatives did not know about

TABLE 1 | Checklist for SF websites review.

Question Examples

Visibility and display? How many clicks are required to find content

about sexual abuse, sexual harassment or

safe sports? Is the content easily accessible?

Search function hits? Search phrases: sexual abuse, sexual

harassment, safe sport

Type of content? Sport policy, guidelines, and other regulatory

documents, educational materials, contact

details, web-links for child protection agencies

or helplines

Topic areas related to sexual

abuse?

Child sexual abuse, sexual or gender

harassment, grooming, #metoo, sex-crime,

sexual consent, gray areas, and ambiguous

boundaries

What perspectives on sexual

abuse and/ safe sport can be

identified?

Childs rights, child perspective, gender

equality, LGBTQ, athlete empowerment

How clear and direct is the

terminology?

What terms and language are used? How

explicit is the content and information about

sexual abuse?

To whom is the content directed? Victims/survivors of sexual abuse; parents or

other adults, children, youth, whistle-blowers;

athletes, coaches, sport leaders, directors,

others

the website review beforehand to avoid bias (they were informed
later on). A checklist was used for the content analysis of the
websites (see Table 1, translated by me).

Research Ethics and Quality
Ethical considerations need to be prioritized when studying
sensitive topics such as sexual abuse for ethically sound research,
and also for the quality and trustworthiness of the research (Lee,
1993). Sexual abuse may be an uncomfortable conversation in
general. It can be delicate because every case of abuse is a failure
to protect young athletes. Thus, inactions and a lack of protection
measures can be discrediting to SFs. This raises concerns about
honesty, disclosure, and social desirability bias (Lee, 1993; Gurgis
and Kerr, 2021). Considerations to meet ethical and quality
criteria in the study included the following measures.

The study protocol was reviewed and cleared by the
Swedish Ethical Review Authority (Number 2019-04960). For
consistency, a trustworthy connection with the participants,
and to avoid compromising influences I handled all participant
interactions, conducted the interviews, and transcribed the data
(Mero-Jaffe, 2011). My prior research experience of conducting
interviews on sexual abuse in sport facilitated interaction and
trustworthiness. As sole researcher and author though, I have
tried to be transparent and to carefully describe the applied
methods and procedures to participants and in the paper.
Detailed information about the nature and purpose of study,
the interview procedure, publication, and ethical considerations
was presented to participants in writing. All SF representatives
contacted agreed to participate, and many expressed that
this research is important. Consent was obtained from the
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participants verbally and in a writing. Before the interviews
started the participants were told they could terminate or pause
the interview at any time and that all topics and questions
were optional. We discussed the precautions taken to prevent
identification of the participants and their position in the SF,
including the anonymisation of interview transcripts. Moreover,
we talked about the sensitivity of the topic and yet the importance
of not shying away from it. This discussion served to facilitate
open and honest conversations.

When transcribing the interviews, each SF was assigned a
number to minimize the risk of identification of SF or individual
SF representatives. In a few cases though, SFs are identified
(but no person named) to offer specific examples of safe sport
measures. The participants in question were notified and given
a chance to review and consent to the quotes before they were
included. When investigating measures against sexual abuse it
is likely that SF representatives feel scrutinized and anxious to
depict their work and their sport in a favorable and responsible
manner to some extent. Despite these considerations regarding
ethics, quality, and trustworthiness, it is possible that the SF
representatives were anxious to depict their sport and their work
in this area in a favorable and responsible manner. Although the
study is not based on data triangulation, I believe the SF website
review was useful to include another data source in addition to
the interviews. In a few cases, the SF representatives referred
to their websites themselves for further information about the
measures they described during the interviews.

RESULTS

The results are presented in the following order:Measures against
sexual abuse, including website content review, experiences with
case management, and facilitators and barriers for implementing
sport policy against sexual abuse.

Measures Against Sexual Abuse
Safe sport is a developing area in Sweden. At the time of data
collection, five of the 10 SFs (the athletics, basketball, football,
handball, and swim SF) had received funding from the SSC for
safe sports and had initiated an organizational foundation and
structure for safe sport measures. Many SFs are thus taking initial
steps toward this.

SFs have no specific measures to target sexual abuse (e.g.,
grooming or sexual consent and sexual relations in relationships
of power, trust, and dependency in sport). It was also uncommon
for the SF to address sexual abuse openly and explicitly. Thus, the
development of safe sport measures can be seen as a process in
which sexual abuse prevention is not among the first steps:

We have no specific measures to protect against sexual abuse.

Thus far, we haven’t had any platform to build upon, so it’s a bit

strange to focus exclusively sexual abuse. (SF3)

We must establish a structure, create guidelines if something

happens . . . we have no such structure yet. We don’t really inform

about it, none of that. (SF5)

Other SF representatives said they see no point in specifically
focusing on sexual abuse, especially since it seems rather
uncommon compared to other social concerns or to child
protection more broadly.

A few of the SFs seem further along in their work for
safe sports, especially the Equestrian Sports, Handball, and
Gymnastics Federations have implemented measures to ensure
safe sports. A representative of the Swedish Equestrian Sport
Federation talked about their work “safe in the stable” (Sweden’s
many public “riding schools” engage thousands of children,
predominantly young girls):

Our starting point was hierarchies in the stables. You know, horse

groomers in stables and different [status] levels and so on. In

1997 we adapted “Sports wants” to “Equestrian sports wants”.

We then initiated “Safe in the stable”, which is ongoing, focusing

on children and youth by talking about healthy leadership, anti-

harassment, bullying, and so on. [. . . ] The first reported case of

sexual abuse was early 2000. Now our sports foundational values

are included in our federation by-laws, which means that all clubs

must follow the principles and values of the federation. It gives us

better opportunities to act.

The Swedish Handball Federation was also relatively early with
safe sport measures:

Our Handball Federation safe sport council consists of a board

representative, a social worker, a lawyer, and our secretary general.

We also have two co-opted persons as resources when needed,

a communicator and a psychologist. Our very first step was

taken in 2012 at a conference. We wrote a concept document

to encourage sports-clubs to develop policy and action plans to

manage everything included in our zero vision for our sport.

The Equestrian Sports and Handball Federations address sexual
abuse (or harassment) more frequently and explicitly than the
other SFs. The Gymnastics Federation directs their measures
toward the promotion of sustainable leadership and other
positive values instead:

In 2014 a decision was made to initiate a developmental model,

a code of conduct, a Gymnastics Ombudsman, and a legal,

disciplinary board. [. . . ] The risk when listing specifics; does it

mean that everything not on the list is okay? So, we don’t talk

sexual harassment explicitly today, no. We talk about sound

leadership. The phrase sexual harassment is not mentioned, not

yet anyway, but it’s the same behavioral pattern and distribution

of power. Or rather abuse of power.

Safe sport measures can be related to several areas and be
organized within different departments within the SFs. Measures
are neither always termed “safe sport”, nor constitute a specific
department, dedicated group, or responsible person within
the SF. Safe sport measures were, at the time of writing,
particularly uncommon in the SF for football, ice hockey,
floorball, and tennis. Examples of measures against sexual abuse
that were brought up during the interviews included policy
and guidelines, criminal record and reference checks, license
and certifications for coaches, education, Sports Ombudsman,
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disciplinary bodies, and case management procedures. These
measures are described next.

Policy Documents and Written Guidelines
Regulatory documents and guidelines such as policies, codes
of conduct and ethics, checklists, action-plans and so on can
outline foundational values and serve as resources for prevention
and intervention measures for governing bodies. The Swedish
sports movement has documents of their foundational values of
sport (“värdegrund”) for the sports movement as a whole and
each individual sport and its SF, which is supposed to inform
all sports activities. The SF representatives were asked about
policies or guidelines that addressed sexual abuse that they had
produced or used. All 10 SFs have foundational values for their
sport including being healthy, democratic, safe, and positive.
These values typically clarify issues such as anti-doping, fair-play,
equality, and child rights. Only a few SFs mention sexual abuse
explicitly in these foundational values. Policies and guidelines
against sexual abuse are even more unusual. None of the SFs
have a policy against sexual abuse in addition to the SSC’s policy
that broadly applies to all sports in Sweden—even though the
SSC urges SFs to develop their own sport specific guidelines for
a course of action against sexual abuse (SSC, 2005). Some SF
representatives say they prefer to refer to the SSC policy: “If the
SSC have a policy, we prefer to use that instead of creating our
own” (SF9). Others would like to form their own policy against
sexual abuse: “We need our own policy for our implementation,
I can’t see implementation without policy” (SF6). The same
applies to guidelines or action plans to prevent or manage sexual
abuse; most SF representatives refer to the document “Create safe
sport environments” (SSC, 2018) produced by the SSC. These
guidelines address bullying, harassment, abuse, and violence
(sexual and other forms).

A few of the SFs have codes of conduct, in most cases
for coaches and other sport leaders. The Swedish Basketball
Federation addresses sexual abuse explicitly and in depth in its
code of conduct, which was published in 2020 and applies to
everyone with a duty within the SF, including players, coaches,
and directors (The Swedish Basketball Federation, 2020). The
Athletics Federation and The Swimming Federation have codes
of conduct for their national teams that state that sexual abuse
and harassment is unacceptable.

To conclude, regulatory and foundational documents and
guidelines that address safe sport in general and sexual abuse in
particular are sparse. Few SFs have their own policy, guidelines,
or bodies to build a systematic foundation for safe sport
measures, even less so to address sexual abuse within their sports.
These measures seem particularly unusual in the SFs for football,
ice hockey, floorball, and tennis.

Criminal Record and Reference Checks
The SF representatives welcome criminal record checks for
all clubs and SFs. They pointed out that some of their clubs
performed criminal checks several years before it became
mandatory in 2020. The response from the clubs, however, have
been mixed. This raises questions about the implementation
of the rule. One SF representative points to the lack of clear

guidelines to inform practice in particular matters, for example
“if someone has a criminal sentence, that person may be able to
stay in the sport club” (SF3). Some SF representatives are worried
about an over-reliance on these checks and their ability to detect
perpetrators and prevent abuse since “they are only an indicator
of criminal conviction history” (SF8). The same SF representative
thus advocates for reference checks when recruiting coaches
and sport-leaders: “We encourage clubs to check references
once a year, that’s more important than criminal checks” (SF8).
However, reference checks are not mandatory andmost likely not
routinely implemented by SFs or clubs.

License and Certification for Coaches
SFs offers a variety of license, certification, and diploma systems
for sport coaches. Formalized license systems for coaches seem
to be developed and practiced in some sports more than others.
All SFs in the study have at least some sort of requirements
for coaches, more so on higher performance levels, albeit
not necessarily a formal license system. One SF representative
said: “Unfortunately we have no license system for coaches
in place, enabling us to pull someone’s certification and can
show someone’s educations and qualifications” (SF6). Coach
licenses are usually connected to certain requirements and
qualifications, especially regarding education. Even if a SF has
no official license in place, coaching courses may be mandatory;
for example, a type of “step one course” for basic coaching,
and additional courses for higher performance levels. Licensing
systems can also be used for disciplinary measures, i.e., if license
requirements are not met. If a coach misbehaves for example,
his or her license can be temporarily suspended. According to
the SF representatives accounts, coach licensing systems are a
step toward increased professionalization of sport and sports
coaching, as well as toward the increased need for control,
competence, and qualifications of coaches more broadly.

Disciplinary Bodies
All SFs in the study have some sort of function or person with the
role, task, and competence to manage disciplinary and legal cases
within their sports. For example, disciplinary boards may employ
a group of people or a single legal advisor or lawyer whom the SF
consult. Disciplinary measures may concern events that violate
SF’s rules and policy, employment matters, and so on. One SF
representative exemplifies: “I know one case where a coach was
suspended and his license withdrawn by the disciplinary board
before he was convicted, which he later was” (SF4). Disciplinary
measures may also lead to investigative reports of inappropriate
behavior or violations of regulations or ethical principles and
the determination of disciplinary sanctions. SF representatives
who have experience with managing sexual abuse cases note that
these types of disciplinary cases, and their typically ambiguous
boundaries, tend to be complicated and sensitive.

Sports Ombudsman
A new position in Swedish sport is the Sports Ombudsman,
who serves as a first point of contact for disclosure or
questions regarding sport related concerns. The Equestrian
Federation has a Member Ombudsman (currently shared by
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two appointed persons) and the Gymnastics Federation has a
Gymnastics Ombudsman. The SF representatives described these
functions as:

The Gymnastics Ombudsman was launched in 2014. Currently

it equates a 20 percent employment by an external person. So,

the person holding that position has no other role within the

federation. Most work consists of receiving reports or questions

through telephone or email and refer people. Usually, the

Ombudsman doesn’t manage or investigate cases, but passes

them on within the organization or perhaps outside, like if it’s a

police matter.

The Equestrian Sport Federation board reckoned we needed a

Member Ombudsman function. It was during the same time the

SSC discussed a national Sports Ombudsman. Most calls don’t

concern sexual harassment or such concerns, but more questions

about employment legislation and like. . . . interpersonal matters.

Support in deciding what kind of issue and how to move forward

according to our regulations.

Education
According to the SF representatives, matters like the foundational
values of sport, leadership, and athlete welfare are common in
coach and leader education nowadays. They point to increased
awareness regarding mental health, ethics, social sustainability,
and an interest to educate accordingly.

We have included the foundational values of sport and safe

leadership in our basic course for many years, which is mandatory

for every coach, leader, director, and board member. (SF4)

It seems uncommon, however, for educational content to address
sexual abuse specifically and in depth. “So far it hasn’t been
a specific topic in our educations, but sound leadership and
safe environments [is]” a SF3-representative said for example.
The need to teach people about sexual abuse specifically is
not needed at this point according to some SF representatives.
Others point to a lack of competence within their organization
to offer such education. Again, the SFs for equestrian sports and
handball are exceptions by addressing sexual abuse explicitly.
The Handball Federation recently received financial support
from the SSC to teach district sport federations about “subtle
signs” (e.g., grooming). The youth section of the Equestrian
Federation has, as mentioned earlier, created a toolkit called
Safe in the stable, containing materials and products to use
for education, information, and conversation for children and
youth and their coaches. It includes cooperation and values
exercises, a boardgame, and written cases and stories about sexual
harassment and other topics, directed to different audiences
and ages to initiate discussion. The Gymnastics Federation
has written material for coaches to use for information
and discussion with young gymnasts about safe sport topics,
including definitions of sexual harassment and abuse.

Website Content
The review of the SFs websites indicated that sexual abuse, in
any type of wording, is rarely addressed or showcased. Three
of 10 websites had content addressing sexual abuse explicitly,

TABLE 2 | Findings of SF websites review.

SF Sexual abuse and safe sport content

Athletics Webpage with information about safe sport protocols,

accessible through safe sport banner on the frontpage.

Basketball No content found.

Equestrian sports Distinguished accessibility, display, and quantity of safe

sport content. Several webpages about safe sport,

including contact details of their Ombudsman. Addresses

sexual abuse explicitly.

Floorball Webpage with information about safe sport protocols.

Football No content found.

Gymnastics Written protocols (e.g., code of conduct) regarding ethical

and safe leadership and contact details of their

Ombudsman.

Handball Webpage with information about safe sport and their safe

sport council, accessible through safe sport banner on the

frontpage. Addresses sexual abuse explicitly.

Ice hockey No content found.

Swim sports Webpage addressing sexual abuse with summary of SSCs

policy against sexual abuse.

Tennis No content found.

usually included under the rubric of safe sport. When sexual
abuse was addressed as a subject matter though, it focused almost
entirely on sexual abuse of children. The hashtag #metoo was
sometimes used as a way to address sexual abuse. Seven of 10
websites addressed safe sports. The review gave the impression
of safe sport an unestablished area of work in most SFs, yet more
viable to showcase compared with sexual abuse. The contrast is
probably due to more positive connotations toward safe sport
than toward sexual abuse. There seems to be a resemblance
between safe sports measures more broadly and website content
addressing sexual abuse and safe sport. It was unusual to find
content that addressed children or young people directly. More
commonly, content regarding safe sports was directed to adults
from a leadership perspective. Content addressing safe sport was
often in the form of hyperlinks to SSCs safe sport webpages,
although several of these hyperlinks did not work. The findings
are summarized per SF in Table 2.

Case Management Measures
The procedures and practices for managing disclosure of sexual
abuse differ between the SFs. As mentioned previously, the
Gymnastics and Equestrian Sports Federations have ombudsmen
appointed to receive reports and the Handball Federation has
a safe sports council. The other SFs in the study do not
have an official function or appointed person to facilitate
disclosure or procedures for case management according to the
SF representatives. Hence, disclosure of sexual abuse, misconduct
or inappropriate behavior reaches the SF in different ways. Some
SF representatives refer these calls to the SSC’s whistle-blower
or their national Sports Ombudsman. Other SF representatives
refer to child protection organizations. According to the SF
representatives, disclosure of sexual abuse is rare compared to
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other types of reported problems. Here are some quotes from the
interviews about disclosure and case management:

Nowadays the SSC sometimes contacts us with reports they have

received, usually with a person’s name or club. Sometimes the

case is handled entirely by the district federation and the club in

question and not by the sport federation at all. (SF9)

Since we are quite a big sport, cases are talked about. Our general

secretary has been contacted, our press department receive calls,

our lawyer. . . . but otherwise, I guess the section it concerns is

notified. If it regards a crime, it’s the parents’ decision, depending

on the age [of the athlete]. (SF2)

We encourage clubs to have a contact person to receive calls.

If someone doesn’t want to contact that person, or the sport

federation, there’s the SSC whistle-blower function. We also try

to encourage notifications of concern for a child to the social

services. (SF8)

In the next section, the SF representatives’ experiences of
managing reported cases within their sports and SF are described.

Experiences of Case Management
Some of the SFs had reported cases of sexual abuse within their
sports. Representatives from six of the 10 SFs says one or more
cases of sexual abuse toward children and young people had been
disclosed within their sport. Some of these cases are publicly
disclosed testimonies from sexual abuse survivors, including
a few high-profile cases. Other cases were not publicly dealt
with but managed in confidence within the SF or sport-club.
Most of the reported cases, however, are described by the SF
representatives in terms of ‘inappropriate behaviors’ rather than
sexual abuse, i.e., cases that do not seem to violate sport policy or
regulations. These ambiguous gray-area cases are complicated for
the SFs tomanage—both if and how to act as sport federation and
administrators. Ethical dilemmas, without guidance by policy
or codes of conduct, tend to give rise to conflicts within sport
environments. Here is how some of the SF representatives
describe their experiences:

The reported cases usually concern inappropriate contact in social

media between sport leaders and athletes. It happens time and

time again. These cases are complex because it is through rumors

and gossip. Thus, we must find a certainness and soundness

in this. . . . not be ruled by some mob mentality. If someone

questions why [a leader/coach is suspended] we explain that we

have received a report and decided that the behavior doesn’t

match our foundational values. (SF6)

The cases have all included men with younger women. Like ‘come

to my room and sleep in my bed’ and the girls agreed. [. . . ] We

had a case within the national team where a former girlfriend [of

a coach] years later claimed to have been abused. It is hardly an

unlikely situation to occur. (SF4)

It’s common with cases that concern rumors about coaches or

other leaders who form relationships with athletes, sometimes

minors. Like inappropriate behaviors but not abuse. And if you

ask them, everybody denies it. I mean, how do you deal with that?

In our sport there are coaches who have been in that gray-area and

we have no system or structure to stop them. (SF10)

According to the SF representatives, case management varies in
many regards. For example, how the disclosure or reporting took
place, how the reports were received, how (or if) the cases were
managed by the SF, and the long-term and short-term impact of
the disclosure. Reported cases of sexual abuse that led to public
scandal seem to prompt SFs to act. In four of the SFs, no cases
of sexual abuse had been disclosed. The same four SFs have
taken nomeasures against sexual abuse and fewmeasures for safe
sports overall. Representatives from these four SFs believe that
one reason why protection measures have not been prioritized
in their sports is because they have had no known cases of
sexual abuse. In a few SFs reported cases of sexual abuse seem to
have served as wake-up calls or starting-points for safeguarding
measures. For example:

If it [sexual abuse] can happen in such well-renowned club,

it could happen anywhere else too. We realized we needed

a comprehensive strategy to work proactive and reactive if

something happens. So that case also had an impact on how we

started to take action for safe sports. (SF8)

In most of the SF representatives’ experiences, however, the
measures taken only pertained to the reported cases in question,
i.e., damage control and crisis management:

After that [high profile] case, written guidelines were formulated.

But that was mainly a crisis response. Coming up with something,

but without any plan on how to move forward. (SF10)

Managing reported cases of sexual abuse, including accusations,
rumors, and ambiguous boundaries can be challenging for the
SFs. At the same time, having had these experiences can help
develop future measures:

In the beginning, before, we were lost. Less wise. Like how

we responded in the media and probably appeared quite

unorganized. Now we are slightly less worried about what’s

written. [. . . ] Crucial for our measures are wise board-members,

especially during our crisis. Who dared to touch on the subject?

We have expanded our competence and approach this as a matter

of quality. We have the awareness and governing bodies to turn to

in need. (SF1)

Facilitators and Barriers for Implementing
Sport Policy Against Sexual Abuse
These results may raise questions about why so few protection
measures against sexual abuse has been taken by most of the SFs
to date. It can also be valuable to explore what may facilitate and
motivate SFs and other stakeholders to cultivate such measures
and develop a safe sport culture. The SF representatives’ accounts
regarding both facilitators and barriers to implement sport policy
against sexual abuse are presented below.

The one facilitator that was emphasized by all SF
representatives was the fundamental principle that child
sexual abuse is completely unacceptable and that a safe sports
environment for children is of crucial importance. One SF
representative put it like this:
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These are issues that have never been brought up before but that

should be obvious. Good leadership and safe athletes; a safe sport

environment is key to becoming a good athlete. (SF6)

The incoherence between these statements and the SFs lack of
actions to cultivate safe sport environments is obvious. Another
distinction that can be noted is between the increased attention to
sexual abuse during recent years and, simultaneously, awareness
of the scandals and crises it can evoke. This awareness relates
to the existence of sexual abuse in sport and the sensitivity and
social stigma related to it. These two sides of the same coin are
thus likely to create a conflict of interests. One SF representative
said, for example: “If the sport isn’t perceived as safe, you simply
won’t attend, it’s that simple, [it’s] an important part of the brand
nowadays.” At the same time, if negative publicity surfaces, such
as a sexual abuse scandal, it is likely to hurt the sports trademark.
Another SF representative says: “You protect your own and
silence anything that may tarnish your club, sport, or brand.”

Another important barrier against implementing protection
measures that was mentioned by all SF representatives is the
lack of resources, especially on a club level. Swedish sport
clubs typically have limited human, financial, organizational, and
educational resources. These limitations may be amplified by a
disconnect between the local, district, and national levels; for
each level the implementation of sport policy tends to weaken.
SF representatives said:

It’s always a balancing act between work and administration.

Criminal record checks are not a big thing, but for a small club

with all volunteers, it becomes another task added to the pile of

work. (SF5)

Sports clubs depend on volunteers. Often driven individuals

who carry the whole club. They are both board-members and

do operational groundwork. Thus, as sport federation we must

provide clear frameworks that reach the clubs. (SF6)

The measures must function on a local club level because that

is the foundation of sports. Otherwise, a gap is created between

the SSC and the federations. And between the SSC’s foundational

values and written policy to getting the sports movement to

implement these. Currently, this gap is huge and that is a problem.

It’s easier to take good initiatives than what the clubs manages

to achieve. Also, these relatively new questions on safe sports

requires knowledge and resources we don’t yet acquire. (SF2)

The limited resources necessitate priorities. The SF
representatives say that safeguarding sports seldom leads to
perceivable results. Especially not when preventative, long-term
safeguarding measures are compared to striking results from
performance achievements in competition. Prioritizing or
incorporating protection measures in routine sport activities can
thus be perceived as a thankless task, perhaps to no avail, and
thus impracticable. Moreover, typical “sports activities” concern
physical, technical, and tactical training sessions, competing,
and so on—not engaging in safe sports environments. The SF
representatives continue:

Our focus has been to become the best at our sport, not on having

the best environment. (SF3)

We don’t have the routines to address these types of questions

[safeguarding]. Had it concerned competition, or physical

achievements, then these gaps would not exist. It would have been

handled immediately. (SF2)

The main problem working with values and social sustainability

is the priority to bring forth our next big stars. You focus on

results. (SF7)

Although the barriers that the SF representatives address apply to
safe sport measures in general, the results indicate that measures
against sexual abuse can be even more challenging because it is
particularly sensitive and taboo:

This matter, sexual abuse and harassment, is special. Much more

shrouded in silence. I mean, nobody wants to be seen as racist

either, but you can still talk openly about racism. I can talk to

a journalist about racism in our sport, but sexual abuse is much

more difficult. (SF6)

The problem is partly that you cannot mention sexual abuse and

what that entails clearly and direct, partly that you cannot manage

these questions or cases in a straightforward manner. During

#metoo we got calls from parents in other sports saying they

could not speak about this, that the language and dialogue was

non-existent and unthinkable. (SF10)

According to the results, sexual abuse is typically addressed only
when cases have been made public. A few SF representatives
have experienced that initiating measures against sexual abuse
can in itself spark speculations and worry that something bad has
happened. As one SF representative put it: “I’m quite sure abuse
has occurred, but our sport gets away [with it] because the culture
of silence doesn’t leak.”

There are also other barriers brought forward by the
SF representatives are certain attitudes and norms that may
contribute to unhealthy environments and to enable or
camouflage abuse:

The macho culture in our sport runs from coach to athlete,

making you less receptive to new knowledge, and depict

these questions as unimportant. Also, a competition logic

hampers development. Sharp elbows and expectations of a tough

environment, performance at all levels and thus corresponding

behaviors. (SF3)

Some SF representatives say that the social status of a leader
or coach can sometimes enable them to act as they please,
despite rules and policy. “The status of a successful leader
or coach is pivotal; your word counts no matter what you’ve
done,” a representative from SF6 says for example. Another
SF-representative says: “A colleague once advised me that
‘sometimes it’s better to not say what you think” (SF10).
Others describe how close-knit friendships and family-bonds that
demand loyalty may also contribute to the notion of “protecting
your own” by keeping quiet.

Lack of knowledge and awareness was often mentioned by the
SF representatives as a common problem to the implementation
and development of protectionmeasures. More specifically about
what should (or could) be done against sexual abuse, as well as the
training and experience to execute such measures, present a great
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challenge for the SF. Safe sport is an area of work that is new to
most of the 10 SFs. Sexual abuse is rarely addressed in education,
even though they have started to address ethics, foundational
values, child rights, mental health, sustainable leadership, and
similar topics more frequently than before. In addition, some
participants describe a distinct reluctance to acknowledging
sexual abuse as a problem in sport—and in their own sport
in particular:

I believe there is a lot of ignorance and a blind eye toward it; ‘I

had no idea. . . .’. But I don’t buy it, that no one had heard nothing

about those cases. We are a part of society, no free zone. The

question is rather that you don’t want to know. (SF6)

There is a resistance. Not like no one gives a damn, but as in taking

actions and work. . . . ‘such fuss, of course we are safe’, stuff like

that is common. ‘Milk and cookies’ [degrading words] some call

it. (SF7)

Soon before #metoo I addressed sexual harassment and abuse.

And the response I got, or the consensus was that it doesn’t occur

in the same extent as in society at large. That sport is much better.

After #metoo though, it was easier to get a response. [. . . ] But

some believe you can solve this by using a label like #metoo, write

a bit about it, and that’s it. Like ‘throw in a #metoo-thing and

check that off the list’. (SF10)

To conclude, several barriers that the sports movement must
address and overcome to implement sport policy against sexual
abuse was identified in the analysis. A fundamental barrier is the
culture of silence, which hampers the development of protective
measures and may enable and camouflage sexual abuse. Sexual
abuse, more so than any other matter according to the results, is
perceived to be so sensitive that it sparks a fundamental conflict
between breaking and maintaining the culture of silence through
socialization within sport.

DISCUSSION

In the following section I will discuss challenges for developing
safe sport and how such problems can facilitate abuse and
debilitate protection measures. First, I discuss the motives,
focus, and forms of the SFs measures against sexual abuse.
Second, the culture of silence and conflict between making sexual
abuse visible or invisible is discussed. Third, implementations
for developing sexual abuse policy into practice is discussed,
including the contextualization of sexual abuse in sport.

The Motives, Focus, and Forms of SFs
Measures
The analysis indicates that the same two or three SFs (for
equestrian sports, gymnastics, and partly handball) distinguish
themselves for having taken more safe sport measures and for
a longer time period. The results neither reveal any distinct,
categorical explanation why these particular SFs have taken more
measures against sexual abuse than others, nor why some SFs (for
football, ice hockey, tennis, and floorball) had basically no safe
sport measures in place. Themore engaged SFs have had reported
cases of abuse within their sport and public disclosure of sexual

abuse can function as a starting-point for safe sport measures—
but not necessarily. For example, Sweden’s most noticed and
consequential high-profile case of sexual abuse to date (the
disclosure by Patrik Sjöberg) happened in athletics, but the
Athletic SF seem to have very few measures against sexual abuse.
According to some SF representatives, all too often disclosure
of sexual abuse has only resulted in “damage control” of the
particular case and sometimes no measures has been taken at all.

Besides from the existence of safe sport measures, the
framework and organization of measures also deviate between
the SFs. As outlined in the introduction, Swedish sport has
broadly been influenced by a values-based framework (cf.
Gurgis and Kerr, 2021). Such a framework was particularly
prominent in the Gymnastics Federation’s measures, promoting
positive values and sustainable leadership. Having that said,
the public attention to child sexual abuse in sport during
recent years seems to have prompted a prevention of harm
and protection of children framework (cf. Gurgis and Kerr,
2021). The measures that have been initiated by the SFs in
recent years seem to be directed toward detecting, reporting, and
managing cases of misconduct, harm, and abuse toward young
athletes. Reactive measures are important, but researchers have
raised concerns about an over-reliance on systems of disclosures
and sanctions to deter abuse because of the under-reporting
and because it tends to place the onus for abuse prevention
on the subjected, vulnerable individuals (often the athletes)
(Mountjoy et al., 2016; Solstad, 2019; Komaki and Tuakli-
Wosornu, 2021). This stresses the importance of measures
to prevent sexual abuse and promote a safe sport culture.
Unfortunately, prevention measures seem more difficult for
SFs to implement. Safe sport is a separate, downplayed issue
on the side, at best, while “real” sport activities comprise
training sessions and competitions. Addressing sexual abuse is
particularly problematic because of negative connotations and
sensitivity, judging by the SF representatives’ responses. Thus,
there is little positive reinforcement of measures against sexual
abuse in practice (cf. Komaki and Tuakli-Wosornu, 2021 “carrot
and the stick” analogy for positive and negative reinforcement of
behavior in sport organizations).

Meanwhile, a distinguished motivator for measures against
sexual abuse found in the study was the unanimous statement,
emphasized by all SF representatives, that sexual abuse in
child and youth sport is absolutely unacceptable. Despite this
consensus though, there is a distinct discrepancy between this
principle and the implementation in terms of actions. Thus, the
strongest motive is also connected to the greatest challenge—the
implementation of policy. This conflict is discussed next.

The Culture of Silence
A fundamental barrier to the implementation of sport policy
against sexual abuse that became apparent in the analysis was
an underlying conflict between making sexual abuse visible or
invisible—which is currently in favor of the latter. Although
many studies confirm a high prevalence of sexual abuse in
sport, it is common for it not to be disclosed (Bjørnseth and
Szabo, 2018). This may contribute to a sense that sexual abuse
is uncommon in the sport context in a “no news is good news”
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manner. The relatively few cases brought to light, especially high-
profile cases, tend to play out as scandals and crises for the
sport in question. This became particularly apparent in Sweden
during #metoo.

Consequently, addressing sexual abuse is not necessarily
associated with solving problems and promoting safe sport, but to
potentially cause problems and inflict fear and a sense of unsafety.
From this perspective, sport organizations likely benefit from
keeping sexual abuse invisible and reinforcing a culture of silence
in sport. In connection, there is a potential conflict of interest
and roles at play here given the self-governance (including
monitoring and regulation) of sport (e.g., Kerr et al., 2020).
Eliasson (2017) points to a “conflict between the Swedish sports
movement’s decentralized governance model of autonomy for
membership organizations and the ability of the SSC to sustain
the child rights perspective in Swedish child and youth sport”
(p. 473). The social factors of sport also come into play, including
the often-close-knit relationships of power, trust, and loyalty that
is mentioned by the SF representatives. Power imbalance in sport
is one of the most influential factors for enabling sexual abuse
and the status quo of sport (Roberts et al., 2020). Mountjoy
et al. (2016) points out that “Sexual harassment and abuse in
sport stem from abuses of power relations facilitated by an
organizational culture that ignores, denies, fails to prevent or
even tacitly accepts such problems” (p. 1020).

Arguably, these circumstances foster inactions and ignorance
that reproduce social and organizational tolerance for sexual
abuse. This is manifested by the gap between policy and
consensus against sexual abuse, and the implementation of policy
and principles into practice. The culture of silence thus poses a
fundamental challenge to prevent sexual abuse in sport (as in
society at large) and the achievement of substantial, systemic
change. I will continue to discuss the conflict of interests and
problems that can prevent the development of policy into
practice next.

Developing Policy Into Practice
The discussion about the (lack of) measures against sexual
abuse raises questions on how to implement policy into practice.
Besides the social factors discussed in the previous section,
several organizational factors that can debilitate safe sport
measures were found in the study. Due to the governmentality
and organization of the Swedish sport movement, the SSC are in
a weak position to control the implementation of policy against
sexual abuse in relation to the autonomous SFs. In turn, SFs
have little control over how sport-clubs are led, and they cannot
enforce good safe sport practice among individual stakeholders
(cf. Barker-Ruchti et al., 2018). For example, criminal record
checks of sport-leaders in all SFs and sport-clubs are one of
few requirements by the SSC. However, there is no procedure
in place for the SSC or the SFs to monitor if or how these
checks are performed. Drawing on the theoretical framework, a
holistic, whole-of-system approach is advised to meet the diverse,
multilevel challenges that is required to promote safe sport and
prevent sexual abuse (cf. Rhind et al., 2017; Roberts et al., 2020).

Including sexual abuse in a larger systems approach to safe
sport also makes sense given the diversity and ambiguous

boundaries of sexual abuse and “inappropriate behaviors”
that the SF representatives addressed. Ambiguous boundaries
between appropriate and inappropriate behavior and sexual
abuse pose dilemmas and problems (to define, regulate, and
manage) that sport organizations seem particularly ill equipped
to manage both in policy and practice (Johansson, 2013). It
is possible, for example, that what is initially perceived or
reported as “inappropriate behavior” may later be disclosed as
abuse (Johansson, 2017; Gaedicke et al., 2021). Brackenridge
(2001) wrote that “between the extremes of behaviors from those
that were definitely acceptable to those definitely constituting
sexual harassment there were [are] many context-dependent
ambiguities” (p. 55) and gray-areas “give rise to the most pain,
both for individuals and for organizations, since [they are] the
most difficult area to respond to and control” (p. 207). In
connection, a more holistic contextualization of sexual abuse,
sexual relationships, and related gray-areas has also been called
for in previous research to inform sport policy and practice
(Bringer et al., 2002; Johansson, 2013; Gaedicke et al., 2021).

In addition to the need to incorporate prevention of
sexual abuse into the larger cultural and organizational context
of safe sport, the present study demonstrates that at times
specific and specialized measures to target sexual abuse may be
called for. A fundamental reason to explicitly address sexual
abuse is the silence and sensitivities that can be particularly
consequential regarding sexual abuse. The SF representatives
voiced a reluctance to initiate conversations about sexual abuse,
and uncertainty about how because sexual abuse is perceived
as a particularly sensitive and difficult topic. Yet, instead of
counteracting these challenges by taking specialized measures,
the subject of sexual abuse is avoided. In connection, there
seem to be a common reluctance among stakeholders in sport
to (publicly) recognize sexual abuse as a prevalent, structural
problem—especially in one’s own—that also exist in Swedish
sport (cf. Hartill, 2014; Mountjoy et al., 2016).

In view of the above, I suggest that a systems approach to safe
sport incorporates specific and explicit measures to target certain
problems at times, in this case sexual abuse in child and youth
sport. There is a gap between sexual abuse policy and practice
that requires multiple measures to aid and enforce good practice
in sport organizations on national and local levels. Given the
sensitivity of sexual abuse and the culture of silence, I suggest that
this challenge must be taken on a shared, coordinated endeavor
by the SFs and the rest of the sports movement.

CONCLUSIONS

Through a sociological lens on sport as a social and cultural
institution, this study aimed to explore measures against sexual
abuse by the 10 largest sports federations (SFs) for child and
youth sport in Sweden. According to the findings, measures
to implement sport policy against sexual abuse are sparse.
Most SFs have no particular measures that address sexual
abuse, including the website content. Safe sport measures more
broadly have started to be developed with a few particular SFs
in the forefront, whereas others are in the initial phases of
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organizing safe sport measures. The safe sport measures also
vary in regard to conceptualization and organization between
SFs. Hardly any of the SFs have a dedicated department,
team, or staff within their organization with safe sport as
primary responsibility.

Protection measures that have been taken by the SFs include
criminal record checks, coach licensing, sports ombudsmen, and
disciplinary bodies. Thus, most measures are directed toward
detecting, reporting, and managing cases of misconduct and
abuse. Six of the 10 SFs have had reported cases of sexual
abuse within their sport according to the SF representatives.
Many reported problems concern “inappropriate behaviors” with
ambiguous boundaries. These grey-area cases seem particularly
difficult for the SFs to manage due to a lack of both policy
and practice.

Measures against sexual abuse are motivated by the SF
representatives’ clear stance that sexual abuse is unacceptable.
However, there is a distinct discrepancy between convictions
and implementation. A fundamental conflict between making
sexual abuse visible or invisible emerged during the analysis,
favoring the latter, contributing to a gap between policy and
practice. Reproducing a culture of silence surrounding sexual
abuse in sport seems advantageous for the SFs because it keeps
sexual abuse out of sight and out of mind on the surface.
In conclusion, the intersection of social and organizational
factors debilitates safe sport measures and facilitate sexual abuse
in sport. Implications for the sport movement to implement
policy includes for sport organizations to acknowledge and
prioritize sexual abuse as structural problem that requires

greater individual, organizational, and social responsibility by
stakeholders at all levels.
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There is a growing concern that the voices of athletes, and in particular, athletes from 
equity-deserving groups, are unaccounted for in the development and advancement of 
Safe Sport initiatives. The lack of consideration of the needs and experiences of diverse 
groups is concerning, given the existing literature outside the context of sport indicating 
that equity-deserving individuals experience more violence. As such, the following study 
sought to understand how equity-deserving athletes interpret and experience Safe Sport. 
Grounded within an interpretive phenomenological analysis, semi-structured interviews 
were used to understand how athletes with marginalised identities conceptualise and 
experience Safe Sport. Seven participants, including two Black male athletes, two White, 
gay male athletes, one Middle Eastern female athlete, one White, female athlete with a 
physical disability and one White, non-binary, queer, athlete with a physical disability, were 
asked to conceptualise and describe their experiences of Safe Sport. The findings revealed 
these athletes perceived Safe Sport as an unrealistic and unattainable ideal that cannot 
fully be experienced by those from equity-deserving groups. This interpretation was 
reinforced by reported experiences of discriminatory comments, discriminatory behaviours 
and systemic barriers, perpetrated by coaches, teammates, and resulting from structural 
aspects of sport. The findings draw on the human rights literature to suggest integrating 
principles of equity, diversity and inclusion are fundamental to safeguarding equity-
deserving athletes.

Keywords: safe sport, equity-deserving, athletes, discrimination, interpretive phenomenological analysis

INTRODUCTION

In response to several high-profile cases of athlete abuse (Kennedy and Grainger, 2006; Kelly, 
2013; Masters and Veselinovic, 2018), many sport organisations have committed to developing 
policies and programmes to advance what has come to be  known as Safe Sport1 (Gurgis and 
Kerr, 2021). Several philosophical conceptions of Safe Sport have emerged, grounded in 
interpretations related to abuse prevention in sport. For example, consensus statement of the 

1 For the purpose of this paper, Safe Sport refers to a philosophy, whereas SafeSport refers to the entity U.S. Center 
for SafeSport. As a philosophy, there are varying, inconsistent definitions of what Safe Sport entails (Kerr et  al., 2020).
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International Olympic Committee (1997) on harassment and 
abuse defined Safe Sport as ‘an athletic environment that is 
respectful, equitable and free from all forms of non-accidental 
violence to athletes’ (Mountjoy et al., 2016, p. 2). In comparison, 
the Coaching Association of Canada (2020, para. 1) described 
Safe Sport as the collective responsibility of all sport stakeholders 
‘to create, foster and preserve sport environments that ensure 
positive, healthy and fulfilling experiences for all individuals’ 
and to ‘recognize and report acts of maltreatment and prioritize 
the welfare, safety and rights of every person at all times’. 
Although the term ‘Safe Sport’ has been used across North 
America and internationally (e.g., Sport Singapore and Safe 
Sport Africa), other regions and organisations have used the 
term ‘safeguarding’ (Hayhurst et  al., 2016). For example, the 
Child Protection in Sport Unit in the United Kingdom (Boocock, 
2002), which existed long before other Safe Sport organisations, 
uses the term safeguarding, defined as:

Protecting children from maltreatment; preventing 
impairment of children’s mental and physical health or 
development; ensuring that children grow up in 
circumstances consistent with the provision of safe and 
effective care; and taking action to enable all children 
to have the best outcomes. (Department of Education, 
2018, p. 7)

For the purposes of this paper, the term, Safe Sport, will 
be  used.

The proliferation of Safe Sport initiatives stemmed from 
high-profile cases of athlete abuses as well as various prevalence 
studies indicating the frequency with which athletes from 
various levels of sport experience harm (Alexander et al., 2011; 
Vertommen et  al., 2016; Parent and Vaillancourt-Morel, 2020; 
Willson et al., 2021). In addition to highlighting the prevalence 
of harmful experiences, these studies suggested that athletes 
in equity-deserving2 groups experience more harm in sport. 
For example, across numerous studies, researchers have shown 
that girls and women are more likely to be  victims of various 
forms of abuse. Alexander et al. (2011) conducted a prevalence 
study to examine children’s experiences of harm in organised 
sport in the United Kingdom; the findings revealed that female 
athletes, more so than their male counterparts, reported more 
frequent experiences of certain types of emotional harm, 
including being embarrassed or humiliated, bullied, criticised 
for weight/looks, being threatened and being ignored in ways 
that makes one feel badly. Additionally, more female than 
male athletes strongly agreed that their sport experience 
contributed to poor body image and taught them to dislike 
their body. Similarly, in a prevalence study conducted by 

2 Universities have used the term equity-seeking to acknowledge the 
underrepresentation of particular groups, such as Indigenous Peoples, women 
and individuals with disabilities; the term equity-deserving has emerged in 
place of equity-seeking, which ‘shifts attention towards Black, Indigenous, People 
of Colour, Women, People with (dis)abilities, and LGBTQ[2S] people as deserving 
of representation and belonging’ (Global Water Futures, 2021, p. 7). Additionally, 
equity-deserving challenges the assumption that under-represented groups need 
to seek equity, given their fundamental right to experience it (Garbutt, 2020).

Vertommen et  al. (2016), females reported significantly more 
experiences of sexual violence in sport compared to males. 
In Canada, Willson et  al. (2021) explored the prevalence of 
maltreatment experienced by current and retired Olympic and 
Paralympic athletes; both current and retired female athletes 
reported significantly more experiences of neglect, as well as 
psychological, physical and sexual harm, than their male 
counterparts. Additionally, findings from the 2020 Athlete 
Culture and Climate Survey launched by the United  States. 
Center for SafeSport, which surveyed 3,959 adult athletes across 
50 sports, found that women and gender-nonconforming 
athletes experienced higher rates of psychological harm and 
neglect than those athletes who identified as men.

Although only a few studies have explored experiences of 
interpersonal violence or maltreatment among other equity-
deserving groups, findings suggest that athletes who identify 
as lesbian, gay or bisexual report more sexually harmful 
experiences than their heterosexual peers (Vertommen et  al., 
2016; Willson et  al., 2021). Additionally, prevalence studies 
have shown that racialized athletes report more experiences 
of physical harm (Vertommen et  al., 2016; U.S. Center for 
SafeSport, 2021; Willson et  al., 2021). More specifically, the 
U.S. Athlete Culture and Climate Survey found that Black, 
Asian and Multiracial athletes were more likely to experience 
physical harm, and Black athletes experienced nearly double 
the rate of inappropriate sexual contact, as well as greater 
experiences of sexual assault (U.S. Center for SafeSport, 2021). 
Regarding athletes with a disability, findings from prevalence 
studies have been mixed. The data from the United  States 
Climate Survey revealed that athletes with a disability were 
more likely to experience psychological harm, neglect, and 
inappropriate sexual contact (U.S. Center for SafeSport, 2021). 
Similarly, Vertommen et  al. (2016) reported that athletes with 
a disability reported greater experiences of interpersonal violence 
than those without a disability.

Research has also highlighted the prevalence of racial (Burdsey, 
2011) and gender-based (Kaskan and Ho, 2014) microaggressions 
in sport. Microaggressions refer to frequent experiences and 
behaviours that reinforce stereotypes, biases, forms of prejudices 
and oppression (Strunk and Locke, 2019). Although 
microaggressions are understood to be  subtle, the cumulative, 
consistent and pervasive nature of these experiences can have 
severe negative effects on the physical and psychological welfare 
of individuals (Sue et al., 2007). Findings from the United States 
Athlete Culture and Climate Survey indicated that 72.4% of 
athletes reportedly experienced anti-inclusive behaviour (i.e., 
microaggressions), such as exclusion or invalidations, and 48% 
of athletes reported experiencing discrimination (U.S. Center 
for SafeSport, 2021). Similarly, Joseph et  al. (2021) reported 
that student-athletes affiliated with Ontario University Athletics 
experienced microaggressions in the forms of implicit racism, 
explicit and overt racism, mistreatment and differential treatment, 
assumptions of athlete wealth and poverty, player (non-) 
recruitment, lack of support for athletes and additional labour.

Taken together, the existing research on maltreatment of 
athletes indicates that athletes from equity-deserving groups 
report more experiences of some harms. To date, these differential 
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experiences have been indicated through quantitative surveys 
of prevalence. However, the perspectives of Safe Sport from 
athletes from equity-deserving groups have yet to be  explored. 
Therefore, this study seeks to contribute to our knowledge by 
exploring the Safe Sport perspectives and experiences of athletes 
from various equity-deserving groups through a qualitative 
approach. Specifically, the current study aimed to address the 
research questions of: (1) What are equity-deserving athletes’ 
perspectives of Safe Sport? and (2) How do equity-deserving 
athletes experience Safe Sport? The study’s focus forefronts the 
voices of equity-deserving athletes and thus, dismantles the 
‘top-down, “expert”-driven approach’ (Frisby and Ponic, 2013, 
p. 393) of Safe Sport that appears to have perpetuated inequalities 
in sport by disqualifying the voices of equity-deserving athletes. 
Together, equity-deserving athletes’ experiences of microag-
gressions, and research indicating increased exposure to 
maltreatment, suggest that consideration of the idiographic 
experiences of equity-deserving athletes is needed.

METHODOLOGY

This study is methodologically informed by interpretive 
phenomenological analysis (IPA). IPA is a methodological strand 
of phenomenology, developed ‘to allow rigorous exploration 
of idiographic subjective experiences …and social cognitions’ 
(Biggerstaff and Thompson, 2008, p.  215). IPA explores in 
depth the lived experiences of an individual and how they 
make sense of their personal experiences (Smith, 2004). IPA 
is classified as a double hermeneutic; as researchers, we attempt 
to make sense of participant experiences, who are simultaneously 
attempting to make sense of their own social and personal 
world (Smith, 2004). Successful IPA research requires the 
researcher to gather reflective, thorough, original data from 
the research participants and for the researcher to offer an 
interpretation of the data that is grounded in the shared accounts 
or other psychological concepts; these processes are referred 
to as ‘giving voice’ and ‘making sense’ (Larkin and Thompson, 
2012, p.  101). In this study, the phenomenon of interest is 
Safe Sport and how it is experienced and understood by equity-
deserving athletes. This methodology was purposefully selected 
to make sense of the social conditions that affect equity-deserving 
athletes’ interpretations and lived experiences of Safe Sport.

Participants
Interpretive phenomenological analysis studies are often 
conducted with small and homogenous samples; the quality 
of data gathered through a small sample size, rather than the 
quantity of data, is meant to generate insightful analyses (Larkin 
and Thompson, 2012; Tamminen et  al., 2013). The following 
study sought to understand how current and retired high-
performance equity-deserving athletes understood and 
experienced Safe Sport. Conducting research on equity-deserving 
participants is meant to enhance our awareness of the various 
inequalities that manifest ‘from the complex interactions of 
social identities’ (Simien et  al., 2019, p.  410) and enrich our 
understanding of the oppressive societal and environmental 

factors that make sport unsafe for underrepresented participants. 
Further, pursuing Safe Sport research with equity-deserving 
athletes may inform how to effectively address systemic barriers 
of inequality that perpetuate unsafe experiences for athletes 
with marginalised identities. Finally, given that athletes are 
generally considered the most vulnerable population involved 
in sport (Dean and Rowan, 2014), it is crucial to understand 
the experiences of vulnerability endured by equity-deserving 
athletes, who may be  susceptible to further harm because of 
their identity.

For this study, seven high-performance (e.g., inter-
university, Olympic and Paralympic) athletes from Canada 
were recruited using purposeful and snowball sampling, 
which permitted us to intentionally recruit participants 
perceived as possessing specific knowledge or experience 
related to the topic of interest (Vogt, 2005; Creswell and 
Plano Clark, 2011). We purposefully sought participants who 
fit the criteria of the study (i.e., equity-deserving, minimum 
18 years and current or retired athlete), using email addresses 
that were readily available on academic, inter-university and 
sport organisation websites. Recruitment emails were sent 
to eleven participants, of which four responded. Following 
our interviews with the four consenting participants, we asked 
each athlete if they could recommend another 1–2 athletes 
who may be  willing to participate in the study. We  were 
provided eight recommendations, of which three agreed 
to participate.

Paul was a retired inter-university basketball player, who 
had been out of sport for two years and identified as a Black, 
Muslim and heterosexual man. James was a current inter-
university basketball player, who identified as a Black, Christian 
and heterosexual man. Mary was a retired inter-university 
swimmer, who had been out of sport for one year and identified 
as a Middle Eastern, Coptic Christian and heterosexual woman. 
Ruth is a current Paralympic swimmer who identified as a 
White, heterosexual woman with a physical disability. Thomas 
was a retired inter-university swimmer, who had been out of 
sport for two years and identified as a White, gay man. Peter 
was a retired Olympic swimmer, who identified as a White, 
gay man. Finally, Danielle Peers is a retired Paralympic wheelchair 
basketball player who identified as White, non-binary, queer 
and as having a physical disability.

Although six of the seven participants agreed to the use 
of a pseudonym to ensure confidentiality was preserved, Danielle 
Peers (hereon referred to as Danielle) chose to waive 
confidentiality in favour of being identified. Consistent with 
the recommendations advanced by the Tri-Council Policy 
Statement (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, 2018) on 
Ethical Conduct for Research, we  clarified the potential 
professional and personal risks of participating in the study 
without a pseudonym and obtained written consent from 
Danielle confirming disclosure of their identity. We  respected 
Danielle’s desire to be  credited for the contributions to the 
research and recognised that the disclosure of Danielle’s name 
would not jeopardise the identity of other participants, which 
further supported our decision to refrain from assigning a 
pseudonym (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, 2018).
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Data Collection
An interview guide was prepared and included the following 
areas of conversation: demographics, background and rapport-
building, knowledge of Safe Sport, personal experiences of Safe 
Sport, facilitators and barriers to experiencing Safe Sport, 
recommendations for advancing Safe Sport and final thoughts. 
When used with IPA studies, an interview guide is intended 
to be  flexible to enable participants to describe events they 
perceive to be  meaningful (Biggerstaff and Thompson, 2008; 
Smith et  al., 2009). Participants were asked questions such as: 
‘What does Safe Sport mean to you?’, ‘What are your personal 
experiences of Safe Sport?’, ‘Has your identity influenced your 
sense of safety in sport? If so, how?’ and ‘How do you  think 
people of various identities (e.g., race, sexuality and disability) 
experience Safe Sport?’

Individual, semi-structured interviews were conducted face-
to-face via the video conferencing platform Zoom Video 
Communications, necessitated by the pandemic-related restrictions 
that limited in-person interviews. The inclusion of open-ended 
questions in IPA studies is imperative so that participants feel 
they have opportunities to describe their personal experiences 
and understanding of the phenomenon (Jones et  al., 2014). 
The interviews ranged between 60 and 130 min and with the 
consent of the participants, were audio-recorded and transcribed 
verbatim. Follow-up interviews were conducted with three 
participants to clarify and collect information to further our 
understanding of Safe Sport as a phenomenon (Alase, 2017).

Data Analysis
Parson (2019, p.  16) indicated ‘considering one’s positionality 
is the first step towards conducting research that contributes 
to more equity in society, instead of reproducing inequity or 
diminishing it’. Positionality requires the researcher to critically 
examine their social position within various power structures 
(Strunk and Locke, 2019). Jones et  al. (2014) also emphasised 
the importance of researchers being constantly reflexive when 
conducting phenomenological research. Patton (2002, p.  485) 
explained ‘internal reflection allows for a phenomenological 
attitude shift and makes pre-understanding clear’. Prior to data 
analysis, the principal investigator (PI) underwent a thorough 
process of self-reflection, which involved adherence to the 
reflexive processes of epoché and bracketing (phenomenological 
reduction; Berry et  al., 2010). Using a reflexive journal, the 
PI attempted to fully acknowledge and set aside normalised 
interpretations of Safe Sport as a demonstration of his 
commitment to openly exploring the experiences and 
understandings of Safe Sport held by equity-deserving athletes 
(Moustakas, 1994). The pre-determined understandings the PI 
set aside before conducting interviews revolve around a priori 
knowledge he  possesses within the area of Safe Sport, gained 
through the privileged access of various resources made available 
to him as a researcher. It was critical for him to be  self-aware 
that others may not share the same view or knowledge pertaining 
to Safe Sport, nor may they have access to the resources that 
illuminate one’s awareness and understanding of these concepts. 
Additionally, the PI engaged in ongoing conversations with 

the research team who were perceived as critical friends (Sparkes 
and Smith, 2013); this process aided the PI with clarifying 
personal beliefs, confronting assumptions and exposing 
pre-conceived understandings related to the Safe Sport 
experiences of equity-deserving athletes (van Manen, 1990). 
As a heterosexual, able-bodied and Christian male who identified 
as a person of colour, it was critical that the PI did not project 
personal beliefs or biases regarding the various conditions 
affecting Safe Sport, including identity. By not projecting personal 
views of Safe Sport on the participants, the PI allowed for 
organic, untampered experiences of Safe Sport to be introduced 
and discussed as experienced or understood by equity-
deserving athletes.

The data analysis followed six steps of Sparkes and Smith 
(2013, p.  128) to conducting an IPA. Initially, the transcripts 
are read and re-read multiple times to develop a sense of 
understanding of the participants’ stories. During this process, 
we  recorded notes and personal thoughts regarding the events 
depicted within the transcripts. Then, we  began to identify and 
label themes. At this stage, the analysis progressed to a higher 
level of interpretation focused on “finding expressions which 
are high level enough to allow theoretical connections within 
and across cases but which are still grounded in the particularity 
of the specific thing said” (Smith and Osborn 2008, p. 68). For 
example, throughout this step, we  observed that several athletes 
shared experiences of discrimination in sport, which they perceived 
as contributing to an unsafe environment. The initial themes 
were then connected by looking for higher-order relationships 
between one another. For example, we  found some experiences 
of discrimination occurred verbally, while other experiences 
occurred non-verbally, through acts of exclusion. Then, a table 
was used to elaborate on our themes and establish connections, 
thus providing a clearer understanding of Safe Sport. We continued 
our analysis by searching for patterns among other cases, thus 
attempting to identify similar patterns among emerging themes, 
with a commitment to identifying new issues that emerged 
within the transcripts. For example, in this step, we  identified 
patterns suggesting Safe Sport to be an unrealistic and unattainable 
ideal for equity-deserving athletes.

RESULTS

Equity-Deserving Athletes’ Perspectives of 
Safe Sport
For many athletes, there was uncertainty about the meaning 
of Safe Sport. Participants interrogated current interpretations 
of Safe Sport and raised doubts about whether Safe Sport was 
relevant, realistic or attainable for equity-deserving athletes. 
For example, Thomas (White, gay man) admitted:

It [Safe Sport] does not seem real, at least not for me. 
I’m gay and so Safe Sport seems idealistic. In theory, 
sure Safe Sport is happy and fun and accepting and all 
that good stuff. I  did not experience that, probably 
because I’m gay. So Safe Sport seems like an unrealistic 
load of crap.
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Paul (Black, heterosexual man) echoed similar sentiments, 
as he  suggested that Black athletes are denied the benefits of 
Safe Sport that White athletes appear to often benefit from:

As of right now I  don’t think a Black person can 
experience Safe Sport like a White person does. Unless 
they’re willing to address the whole race issue. If they’re 
not able to speak up, see eye to eye, and recognize these 
Black athletes as more than people they are using for 
money, but people they respect too, that’s when Black 
people will be  able to have a better definition for 
themselves of Safe Sport.

Additionally, Paul (Black, heterosexual man) expressed his 
concerns of Safe Sport needing to be  earned by Black people, 
and others who identify as equity-deserving:

I feel like I have to prove myself as a human or as a 
person because I’m at a disadvantage for being Black… 
it’s almost like I need to earn Safe Sport because I’m 
Black. So once people accept me for my skin colour, 
then I can feel safe in sport…it’s probably the same for 
Brown people, people in wheelchairs, or gay people too. 
We’re not easily accepted by others so we need to prove 
ourselves and once we do, then we can benefit.

Similarly, James (Black, heterosexual man) agreed that Safe 
Sport was an ideal that could not be  fully experienced by 
Black athletes:

It’s up in the air if Black athletes can ever receive Safe 
Sport. There are a lot of uncontrollables in Safe Sport… 
It’s hard being a Black athlete…it’s not as safe as being 
a White athlete. You’re not favoured…Black people or 
people of colour won’t experience Safe Sport in certain 
instances…there are people that are White that are in 
power, coaching staff, head of athletics…you need to 
be better than your White counterparts to succeed. That 
adds to the pressure of being a Black athlete in a White 
majority. Athletes of colour can experience Safe Sport 
to an extent, but not fully.

Again, we  see how contemporary conceptualizations of Safe 
Sport do not accurately reflect the safety and wellbeing of all 
athletes equally, with Black and gay athletes being at an apparent 
greater disadvantage. Additionally, Ruth (White, heterosexual 
and physically disabled woman) suggested that Safe Sport looks 
different for participants with varying abilities:

I think Safe Sport is different for everybody because 
everybody has different needs. I think the definition can 
stay the same in general terms; there’s core values that 
should apply to everyone. Not feeling discriminated 
against, feeling safe alone in a room with a coach or an 
official or somebody that’s higher up in authority, 
making sport fair and equal for everyone, making sure 
people feel healthy and happy, but you have to consider 

more factors for Para-athletes. Para-athletes have a 
range of abilities; some are strictly physical or cognitive 
and some athletes have both. What Safe Sport means to 
those individual athletes will differ because they 
experience safety differently in response to their 
unique challenges.

Ruth’s broad interpretation of Safe Sport embraces principles 
that apply to everyone alike; however, she recognised how the 
distinct characteristics that distinguish athletes from equity-
deserving groups from societal-normative groups (i.e., White, 
male, heterosexual and able-bodied) renders safety a unique 
experience for different athletes. In defining Safe Sport, Danielle, 
a White, non-binary, queer and Paralympic athlete, raised 
questions of legitimacy:

Safe Sport to me is about seeing how certain harms are 
unequally distributed and how the benefits of sport and 
opportunities to play sport are unequally distributed. 
Who gets to bring their whole self to sport and who 
gets to bring a small fraction of themselves to sport to 
be safe? What kinds of contortions do people have to 
do to be  okay when they are playing sport? I  would 
be on the spectrum of the broadest possible definition 
as to what degree does sport perpetuate harm or 
sporting environments perpetuate harm, produce 
harm, larger social harms, refuse to insulate people 
from or resist social harms that are largely socially 
available. To what point do we refuse harm reduction 
and refuse harm recognition as parts of Safe Sport? So, 
very broad.

The questions posed by Danielle further supported the claims 
made by the other athletes that Safe Sport is advantageous to 
normative participants of sport.

Although the relevance of the concept of Safe Sport to the 
participants was questioned, Safe Sport was interpreted as 
extending beyond physical safety to the advancement of positive 
values, such as inclusion, fairness and acceptance. For example, 
Paul (Black, heterosexual man) described Safe Sport as:

Any activity or sport that has no boundaries in terms 
of who you  are. You  should not feel unsafe or 
uncomfortable because you are gay, a Christian, Black, 
or Asian. And I know people do feel that…I’m Black, 
so no oppression, no biases, in terms of facing the other 
teams or people…It’s important that safe does not just 
mean ‘I’m not going to get injured’, but it also refers to 
a fair playing field. I’m not going to be nervous that my 
opponent may injure me or that he’ll have the upper 
hand because I’m Black and he’s White or because the 
ref. is White…Your identity should not interfere with 
your right to play, but it does and so we will not have 
Safe Sport until that changes.

Paul’s definition of Safe Sport goes beyond interpretations 
of physical safety to acknowledge the importance of fair play 
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and self-expression in sport. Similarly for Peter, a White, gay 
man, Safe Sport was understood as an environment that 
encouraged expression and penalised those who silenced and 
oppressed others:

I somehow picture an environment where people feel 
comfortable in their own skin, if something 
inappropriate happens, there’s recourse, process, 
some mechanism that says this is not okay…The 
safeness starts when people feel they can speak out 
to defend someone that is being abused…A lot of 
sport administrators from my niche in the LGBTQ[2S] 
world will not come out because all sorts of horrible 
things get thrown and confused and there are certain 
people on the other side of society that think if you are 
working with kids and you  are gay that you  are a 
paedophile. There are some really scary things that 
get promoted out there for coaches.

Equity-Deserving Athletes’ Experiences of 
(Un)Safe Sport
Discriminatory Comments
When asked about experiences of Safe Sport, participants 
disclosed experiences of discrimination surrounding race, ability, 
sexuality and/or gender. The use of verbal microaggressions, 
characterised by insensitive or derogatory comments, was one 
way in which athletes experienced discrimination. Ruth (White, 
heterosexual and physically disabled woman) shared personal 
experiences of bullying from teammates:

I hear what others say. ‘Why is she even here?’ ‘Go easy 
on her.’ ‘They feel bad for her.’ ‘She should swim with 
her kind.’ It’s hurtful. I struggle because I see myself as 
an athlete. You ask me, I’m a swimmer. I’m not a female 
swimmer, I’m not a disabled swimmer, I’m a swimmer.

Peter (White, gay man) was also exposed to an unsafe sport 
environment, characterized by frequent use of homophobic  
language:

I’ve had the word ‘fag’ follow me around for a long time. 
In school that was the case. I made the mistake of hitting 
on an Australian guy who I thought was gay when I was 
about 19 at a swim meet, and all the Australian team 
thought I was a fag. The vernacular in the locker room 
lends itself to that as well. That’s where much of our 
hazing took place. I’d rather not get into that. It’s there. 
I’d rather not dig it up. It was not pleasant, and it was 
always around ‘fag’ and ‘get down on your knees’, that 
sort of stuff.

Similarly, Thomas (White, gay man), a retired inter-university 
swimmer, admitted to being addressed negatively because of 
his sexuality. Thomas expressed ‘It’s almost as if they saw being 
gay as my weakness. As if it made me less of a man…I’d 
be  called “pussy,” “fairy.”’

Verbal microaggressions in the form of stereotyping were 
commonly reported by each Black athlete. Paul (Black, heterosexual 
man), a retired inter-university basketball player, shared:

I had teammates, Black guys and non-Black guys, who 
would tell me to start playing like a nigga. Not nigger, 
nigga. For them, nigger was a proper Black man, 
whereas nigga was a tougher version of a Black man. 
A nigga knows how to ball, is fast, flashy, and doesn’t 
take shit from anyone…it was their way of telling me 
to toughen up and play aggressive…obviously there 
are better ways to motivate someone. I didn’t personally 
like the label…It [racial slur] brings us [Black people] 
down.

Similarly, James (Black, heterosexual man), who was currently 
competing as an inter-university basketball player, reported 
experiences of stereotyping perpetrated by his coach:

I’ve experienced microaggressions from coaches on my 
team. They would say questionable things at the time 
like, ‘you can jump high or run fast because you’re Black.’ 
He did it in a way not to harm me, but to encourage or 
support me or make me laugh. There was a big 
misconception of his understanding of microaggressions 
and how that can negatively impact someone. It’s toxic. 
Doing that over the 4 years…those things weren’t cool. 
Not just to me, but to other players of different cultures. 
Even White people, he would tell them they can’t jump 
because they’re White.

In addition to experiencing racial microaggressions, James 
(Black, heterosexual man) admitted that his coach would 
frequently make insensitive comments based upon faith:

I know me and some of the Christians on the team would 
get heat at times and made fun of by certain coaches. 
I remember my first year, we were trying to get pre-game 
prayer as one of the things we would do before the game 
and our coach was hesitant to put it in there and he’s 
wondering why we would even suggest it. There were a 
lot of side jokes about Christianity by coaches. Like, ‘you 
guys are with Athletes in Action but you’re athletes that 
get no action.’

Finally, Mary (Middle Eastern, heterosexual woman), a retired 
swimmer, described how training alongside male athletes made 
her susceptible to various misogynistic stereotypes:

Just stupid comments, like ‘should not you be  in the 
kitchen?’ Or ‘is it that time of month again?’…other girls 
got it just as bad. I think it comes with the territory of 
training with guys. In swimming we  do everything 
together, whether its practice, lifts, or tournaments. So, 
you get caught up in the crossfire of what people call 
locker room talk…it does not help that we  tend to 
be sexualized a lot more because of what we wear, so 
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from time to time you catch guys staring or catcalling. 
They have no right, but that does not stop them.

As a Middle Eastern woman, Mary noted how some teammates 
questioned the appropriateness of her competing in sport:

The comments [teammates] made about my ethnicity 
would go overboard at times. Guys asked if I received 
permission from my father to swim and whether I was 
going to get stoned for showing my skin and hair…There 
was this one time when a guy threw a towel on my head 
and called it the swimmer’s hijab, which was just 
disturbing. And I’m a Christian Middle Eastern, so 
we  aren’t required to wear a hijab…just ignorant 
and disrespectful.

For Mary (Middle Eastern, heterosexual woman), the 
intersections of her ethnicity, gender and faith exposed her 
to verbal microaggressions perpetrated by teammates who 
held stereotypes related to being a Middle Eastern 
Christian woman.

Discriminatory Behaviours
Many participants reported experiencing behavioural microag-
gressions based upon how they identify and are presumably 
perceived by others. As Thomas (White, gay man) described:

I had a teammate who always thought it was funny to 
pair me with the girls whenever we had group training. 
Guys would put tampons in my gym bag or order me 
girly drinks at team functions…you know the saying, 
‘one of the guys?’ To some of them, I was one of the girls.

Danielle (White, physically disabled and non-binary queer) 
elaborated on the coercive and insensitive tactics used by able-
bodied coaches against athletes with physical disabilities:

I’ve had coaches that sent memes to athletes about 
three-legged dogs and paralysed dogs to inspire us to 
play better in the next game. Non-disabled folks 
sending these things along…even within our own 
community. I  think of the internal violence that 
disabled athletes do to each other in terms of the 
mocking of Special Olympics by Paralympians. The 
devaluation of the competition by particular athletes…
The devaluation of disabled athletes, athletic capacities, 
experiences, the way systemically disabled people are 
blocked from becoming leaders in their own sports…
I’ve experienced and seen in athletes an incredible 
amount of harm to do with the amount of continual 
surveillance and coercion from able-bodied coaches… 
I’d say having an impairment that isn’t stable and static 
made me more subject to scrutiny around classification 
and certainly made and set me up to be  forced or 
coerced to do things by my coaching staff that were 
explicitly against the agreed upon protocol that would 
keep me safe.

For Danielle (White, physically disabled and non-binary 
queer), the internet became an avenue for different able-bodied 
stakeholders to disrespect and criticise those with a physical 
disability. Additionally, Parasport, characterised as a space of 
surveillance and coercion that is often dominated by able-
bodied coaches, seemingly created a culture of sport perceived 
as further suppressing athletes with a disability.

A few participants described feelings of being excluded from 
sport because of how they are perceived by others, as illustrated 
by Paul (Black, heterosexual man):

My coach wouldn’t play me and there was never an 
explanation why. Before I  made the team, there was 
another Black player who I knew from club, who was 
playing and eventually quit. He found out I was playing 
and told me, ‘don’t expect much playing time; coach 
doesn’t play Black people.’ That’s literally what he said. 
I was shocked. I definitely felt a prejudice feeling toward 
Black players. That whole situation that I’ve been 
through opened my eyes to …the racial issues in sport. 
It made me think, what else is going on and what are 
they thinking when I’m in practice or when they’re 
making the starting lineup for the game.

Paul explained how he  eventually quit the team due to a 
lack of playing time. Paul’s experience portrayed how perceived 
discriminatory coaching practices can negatively impact the 
sport experience, to the extent that athletes question their 
participation or withdraw from sport.

Systemic Barriers
Although not as commonly addressed, some participants 
introduced how high-performance sport, or more broadly, the 
physical and socio-cultural organisation of sport spaces, may 
at times function to exclude certain groups. Ruth (White, 
heterosexual and physically disabled woman) lamented about 
the ableist mentality of inter-university sport, which she believed 
prevented her from competing for her university, despite being 
a Paralympic swimmer:

I was good enough to compete in Rio, but I’m not good 
enough to compete for my university. I know that’s not 
true, but [university] doesn’t allow me to compete in 
[national] competitions. It’s as if I’m getting punished 
for being disabled. My right to compete is taken away 
from me because my able-bodied opponents have an 
apparent advantage, even though I set standard…times 
in practice. It’s a very ableist culture. [University] wants 
to show they’re forward thinking by taking someone 
like me on the team, but it’s just able-bodied people 
telling disabled people what they can or can’t do with 
their body.

Danielle (White, physically disabled and non-binary queer) 
echoed similar frustrations about the inaccessibility of certain 
spaces in and out of sport:
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90% of the places I go I cannot enter…being non-binary 
and queer was a thing I  could never bring into sport. 
I cannot be involved in any of the Gay Games or Out Games 
because there’s no place for someone of my embodiment 
to exist in those sporting cultures…there is an entire realm 
of sport I cannot access even in a wheelchair. I do not even 
get to experience the microinvalidations because I cannot 
even enter the room…It’s not about the accommodations 
or support, it’s that people actively continue to build these 
spaces…it’s not about me not having accommodations, it’s 
that society continues to perpetuate a society in which only 
some people get to participate in that society.

The exclusion of certain participants based upon gender, 
sexuality or ability may be a consequence of the binary categories 
embedded in the organisation of sport that subsequently 
disqualify individuals who do not fall within said categories. 
Peter (White, gay man) explained:

Sport tends to make those things so binary. If you’re not 
masculine, you  must be  feminine and if you’re not 
feminine, you must be masculine…it’s a harmful setup 
because it naturally excludes those who feel they don’t 
fit the criteria to participate in one or the other and it 
doesn’t consider the unique differences of those who 
fall outside mainstream classifications of sport.

Finally, Paul (Black, heterosexual man) explained how the 
primarily White leadership of sport reproduces conceptions 
of safety that overlook discrimination:

Safe Sport is really White…I think Black people could 
feel a little safer in sports when there are Black leaders 
making decisions. I think every sport has a leader that’s 
White…You have White people making rules for people 
who don’t identify as White. How would a White person 
understand my struggle as a Black man? …White people 
don’t experience discrimination the way [Black people] 
do…it can be scary for us. When you’re targeted because 
of your skin colour, it’s just unsettling.

Overall, the Black athletes in particular raised questions 
about the relevance of Safe Sport and abilities to experience 
it when White leaders are establishing Safe Sport parameters.

Recommendations for Advancing Safe Sport
Many participants offered recommendations related to advocacy, 
education and community engagement to advance a culture 
of Safe Sport characterised by principles of equity and inclusion, 
rather than abuse prevention. For example, after being targeted 
by a racial slur, James (Black, heterosexual man) used his 
social media presence to advocate for better treatment of 
Black athletes:

I stood in front of my car and cried after the game. 
‘NIGGER’, in big letters, keyed right across my door. No 
doubt I was targeted; the coward that did it knew it was 

my car…I was so angry and my AD [athletic director] 
who’s White told me a week after, ‘I’m sorry about your 
car.’ That’s it…I decided to post about it. I have a large 
following and know I’m a role model to others, so I felt 
that I had to bring this to everyone’s attention. I wasn’t 
going to ‘shut up and dribble’, it’s been too long of this 
shit for Black athletes.

When asked to describe the benefits of posting his experience 
on social media, James (Black, heterosexual man) continued:

There’s no diversity in my school, not even among the 
leaders, so it never seems like people are listening when 
I bring things up. They just don’t understand. But people 
listen to me on social media, so I use it because it’s my 
way of protesting against the shit I have to put up with. 
Kaepernick knelt for what he believed in and before that 
there was [Tommie] Smith. I want to be a good role 
model to others. I want to show people I’m not violent, 
that I’m not a thug. I’m a Christian basketball player in 
university and I happen to be Black. I shouldn’t have to 
struggle any more than the next guy… I  think it did 
some good. People were talking, people were reposting, 
so my message was being shared with a ton of people…
at the very least I started a conversation, so it’s something, 
which is more than nothing.

Social media appear to be  used as a platform to spread 
awareness, protest inequities, educate the public, engage others 
in critical dialogue and simply, be  heard. Other participants, 
such as Peter (White, gay man), also acknowledged the 
importance of speaking out to confront social injustices in sport:

After I came out, I kind of became the go-to person for 
LGBTQ[2S] sport issues. My voice was almost one of 
the only ones out there for so long, so it was important 
for me to stand my ground, not just for me, but for other 
athletes who haven’t found the courage for expression…
This is the last thing I would have wished for myself, but 
I  felt responsible. It was where life went, and it was 
necessary in the time. And it still is necessary to talk 
about…at the time, the media and some teammates were 
so against me bringing my sexuality into sport, and 
I often said to them, ‘you don’t get a free pass. You don’t 
just get to dismiss this as a non-issue. Bullshit. It’s 
an issue.’

For Peter (White, gay man), speaking out on LGBTQ2S3 
rights and issues was perceived as his duty to advocate for 
the inclusion of other gay athletes who may have feared 
disclosing their sexuality.

Participants expressed the importance of education to increase 
people’s awareness about the lived experiences of equity-deserving 

3 Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transexual, Queer and Two-Spirit (LGBTQ2S) is the 
preferred acronym, as it is inclusive of the ways in which Indigenous people 
describe their gender, sexual and spiritual identities (Filice, 2020).
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groups. For example, Paul (Black, heterosexual man) stated ‘it 
should be  mandatory for coaches to take a course or seminar 
on Black history. Especially if you  are a White coach with 
Black athletes. If they understand the struggle, they might do 
better’. Similarly, Danielle (White, physically disabled and 
non-binary queer) explained ‘One act a sport leader can learn 
to do is to introduce themselves with pronouns and actually 
use everyone’s pronouns and self-correct when they use improper 
pronouns. Pronoun education is a simple method of enhancing 
inclusion’. When discussing education, Danielle acknowledged 
the shortcomings of Canada’s coach education system around 
disability sport and advocated for improvements in this area:

I’d say the training for disabled folks is lacking. Clearly, 
we  aren’t even doing basic disability 101 with our 
parasport coaches let alone anyone outside of that…I 
think education is a big part of it, but I’m also a big fan 
of practices…how do we get to a point where we  tie 
education into a capacity for people to apply it to their 
own context? Not just going to a place and listening to 
a seminar and checking a box and eventually going 
home without the skills to say look at my own policies 
and practices, but giving people the practical skills to 
ask, ‘are my policies inclusive?’ ‘Do my hiring practices 
reflect a commitment to diversity?’

Finally, some participants explained how community 
engagement is critical to overcome the structural barriers 
embedded in sport. Ruth (White, heterosexual physically disabled 
woman) stated:

If Safe Sport included disabled people in conversations, 
planning, or even hiring processes, then maybe sport 
would look a little more accessible. We’d have wheelchair 
ramps or adapted equipment readily available in 
different spaces, we’d have posters or commercials 
starring successful Paralympic athletes. Maybe the 
Paralympics would be held before the Olympics, instead 
of just being an afterthought. The same can be said with 
other marginalized groups. They wouldn’t have to 
be accommodated for if they were included from the 
start. I’m probably biased but I  think it’s harder for 
disabled people because a lot of times we can’t physically 
participate because a space or sport isn’t designed with 
us in mind.

Similarly, Mary (Middle Eastern, heterosexual woman) 
explained how engaging women in leadership and decision-
making processes may facilitate a culture shift that better 
protects women in sport:

I think Safe Sport should be a catalyst for creating safer 
spaces for women and that can only happen if there are 
more women around. In a sport like swimming where 
we have a history of abuse and our uniforms are revealing 
enough, it just seems like we need more women in these 
spaces. It would be great if I can have discussion with 

women coaches about my body and my needs. It would 
be great if we were given similar recognition as the men. 
It’s not happening under the current leadership at 
[university] because it’s so male dominant. But if 
we empower women, whether as coaches or athletes or 
in any other role, then maybe we can change that.

DISCUSSION

The current study explored equity-deserving athletes’ perspectives 
and experiences of Safe Sport. Contrary to the abuse prevention 
perspectives of Safe Sport that tend to characterise the positions 
advanced by many sport organisations (Kerr et  al., 2020), the 
current participants’ understandings of Safe Sport expanded 
beyond the prevention of physical, sexual or psychological 
abuse to the development of fair, inclusive, accessible and 
non-discriminatory sport cultures. According to the participants, 
Safe Sport is an improbable and idealistic concept that is not 
likely to be  fully realised by these athletes because they are 
discriminated against for how they identify. All the participants 
described being discriminated against through verbal and 
behavioural microaggressions, as well as systemic barriers 
imposed by the sport environment and systems, thus influencing 
the perception of their sport experiences being unsafe. Participants 
claimed that Safe Sport was relevant and attainable for athletes 
who appear to fit within societal-normative identities (e.g., 
White, straight, able-bodied and man) more so than for athletes 
from equity-deserving groups (e.g., Black, gay, disabled and 
woman). The perception that Safe Sport is an inaccessible and 
unattainable standard of sport for these athletes may stem 
from their experiences of racism, sexism, ableism and 
homophobia in sport.

The social exclusion and discrimination of equity-deserving 
groups in sport have been described as an ongoing human 
rights violation that lacks the recognition and validation of 
daily experiences and situations of diverse populations (Donnelly 
and Coakley, 2002). The historic segregation of Black and 
White athletes (Stride et  al., 2014), the exclusion of women 
(Tjønndal, 2019) and the persecution of transgender athletes 
(Love, 2017) represent some of the various ways in which the 
human rights of equity-deserving athletes have been infringed 
upon in sport (Donnelly, 2008; Teetzel, 2014) and have created 
physically and psychologically unsafe sport environments. The 
notion of social exclusion suggests the disadvantages experienced 
by equity-deserving groups result from various political structures 
and social processes (Labonte, 2004). Subsequently, contemporary 
moral claims of sport that assume fair play, universality and 
character development have not been, and continue not to 
be, inclusive of all participants, but rather have privileged 
colonial, White, upper-class, able-bodied and heterosexual men 
(Kidd and Donnelly, 2000). The findings from this study suggest 
similar forms of privilege continue to exist in sport in the 
form of structural barriers, consequently depriving equity-
deserving athletes inclusive, accessible and Safe Sport  
opportunities.
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Historically, sport has been described as ‘a laboratory for 
masculinity’ (Bonde, 2009, p.  1315), offered exclusively to 
specific types of men for the purposes of promoting physical 
and character development (Pike, 2015), along with masculine 
virtues of independence, discipline and courage (Bonde, 2009). 
The contemporary reproduction of historical narratives of 
hegemonic masculinity that classify men as aggressive, 
competitive, able-bodied and heterosexual (Messner, 1992; 
Anderson, 2005) may alienate those who do not assumingly 
fit that profile. Wellard (2002) acknowledges that sport 
participation is ‘dominated by a particular form of masculinity 
based on competitiveness, aggression and elements of traditional 
understandings of the sporting male…’ (p.  235). Moreover, 
Dashper (2012, p.  1111) explains how ‘sport’s role as a ‘maker 
of men’ has been facilitated by the exclusion of all things 
feminine and unmasculine, marginalizing, silencing and 
frequently excluding gay men’. Assumptions pertaining to 
masculinity have created unsafe experiences for gay and Black 
athletes, alike. Gay men athletes’ scepticism of Safe Sport may 
stem from experiences of verbal microaggressions (e.g., 
stereotyping), the reinforcement of hypermasculine values and 
widespread use of homophobic terms, which collectively reinforce 
a sport environment characterised by prejudice, intolerance 
and exclusion (Anderson, 2002, 2005; Dashper, 2012; Anderson 
et  al., 2016; Lee et  al., 2018; Baiocco et  al., 2020), all of which 
contribute to perceptions of the sport environment as unsafe.

The embodiment of hegemonic perspectives of race, sexuality 
and masculinity in sport collectively represents structural forms 
of oppression that continue to perpetuate sport spaces deemed 
unsafe for equity-deserving athletes. For example, gay athletes 
are believed to be  consumed by their aesthetics and are often 
assumed to be  White and feminised by their participation in 
nonaggressive sports, such as swimming, gymnastics, cheerleading, 
running, ice skating and diving (Anderson and McCormack, 
2010). Homophobic terms, such as ‘queer’, ‘pussy’ and ‘fag’, used 
to criticise athletes who do not conform to heteronormative 
masculine narratives (Dashper, 2012), were reportedly experienced 
by the two gay athletes who participated in this study. In 
comparison, assumptions exist that ‘Black men compete for faster 
times or harder hits…Black athletes are often portrayed as violent 
men in heterosexualized sporting spaces…Black athletes are 
thought to sweat, fuck, and fight…’ (Anderson and McCormack, 
2010, p.  950). Claims of masculinity that assume Black athletes 
are naturally aggressive, strong and innately capable of jumping 
high and running fast (Bhana, 2008) have created an unsafe 
culture of sport characterised by the normalised use of racial 
microaggressions. Racial microaggressions may be  perpetuated 
to reinforce a brand of Black masculinity associated with superior 
athletic abilities and thus, enhanced opportunities for winning 
and success. Consequently, Black male athletes who are incapable 
of expressing this brand of masculinity are subjected to experiencing 
behavioural microaggressions that exclude them from participation 
in sport, such as sitting on the bench for not playing as a male 
Black athlete is expected to play.

Individuals who identify with a disability must negotiate the 
relationship between social constructions of disability, the body 
and identity (Huang and Brittain, 2006). The athletes in this 

study who identified with a disability admitted to experiencing 
verbal, behavioural and environmental microaggressions from 
their coaches, teammates, and the overarching ableist design of 
high-performance sport. Consistent with the findings of DePauw 
and Gavron (2005), the participants suggested their experiences 
of discrimination stem from societal and sport-related assumptions 
that participants with a disability are incapable, frail and weak. 
The lived experiences of (un)Safe Sport endured by the participants 
with a disability reveal how medical discourses of disability 
remain, with a narrative of ‘cannot’ on athletes with disabilities 
(Huang and Brittain, 2006). Perceptions of inferiority perpetuate 
existing concerns surrounding the safeguarding of athletes with 
disabilities, which in the context of sport development initiatives, 
has been described as ‘marginal policy priority’ (Smith, 2015, 
p.  157), evidenced by a shortage of early sport experiences for 
athletes with disabilities, lack of resources, inadequate training 
opportunities and limited understanding of how to meaningfully 
include people with disabilities in sport (DePauw and Gavron, 2005).

The intersectional oppression endured by participants with 
disabilities who also were female or queer and non-binary reinforced 
narratives of weakness and inability, consequently heightening 
their experiences of exclusion and alienation (Remedios and Snyder, 
2018). Sport has always been organised based upon binary categories 
of ability and gender, insofar that able-bodied and participants 
with disabilities or men and women compete in separate leagues 
and certain sports are characterised as being masculine or feminine 
(Davis, 2017). The separation between men and women in sport 
is heightened by hegemonic masculine norms, misogynistic 
perceptions of women in the media and the implementation of 
different rules in sports for men and women (e.g., women use 
a smaller basketball and there is no body checking in women’s 
hockey; Young and White, 2007; Flores et al., 2020). Sport’s binary 
organisation disregards the spectrum of identities with which one 
may identify. For example, only recently have we  seen increased 
scholarly attention pertaining to the participation of transgender 
athletes (Anderson and Travers, 2017). The underrepresentation 
of genders beyond the binary reveals how gender-normative 
stereotypes function to exclude participants from reaping the 
benefits of accessible and inclusive Safe Sport.

Recommended Changes to Advance Safe 
Sport
The unique perceptions and experiences of (un)Safe Sport 
reported by the participants exposes gaps in current Safe Sport 
interpretations and practices. Further, the perceived ineffectiveness 
of Safe Sport in protecting equity-deserving athletes may be  a 
result of Safe Sport efforts that rely on broad, open-door 
practices4 to promote (or force) assimilation of equity-deserving 
athletes into a sport system that is inherently exclusionary, 
rather than fostering spaces for diverse participants to 

4 ‘Sport for all policies’ (Frisby and Ponic, 2013, p.  389) remain ineffectual due 
to the current, exclusionary structure of sport (Donnelly and Coakley, 2002; 
Collins, 2014). This is especially true in high-performance sport, where ideological 
conformity, normalisation of harmful practices, nationalism, abuse and over-
emphasis on winning are prevalent and contribute to unsafe experiences, 
especially for equity-deserving participants (Collins, 2014).
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meaningfully enter and participate (Frisby and Ponic, 2013). 
To advance Safe Sport, policy and education must include the 
prevention of social injustices, and the promotion of inclusive, 
rights-based sport that accommodates the unique needs of 
diverse, equity-deserving participants. For example, sport 
organisations may consider mandating all sport stakeholders 
to complete anti-discriminatory and/or anti-colonial education. 
Additionally, sport organisations and different levels of 
government responsible for the governance of sport must 
integrate and enforce equity/inclusion policies that address 
consequences for discriminatory behaviours, requirements for 
equal employment opportunities and standards regarding the 
accessibility of resources and sport spaces (Joseph et  al., 2021). 
Implementing education and policies related to social injustice 
issues, such as racism, homophobia, misogyny and ableism, 
within the Safe Sport discourse demonstrates a rejection of 
the ‘one size fits all’ mentality that assumes everyone understands 
and experiences Safe Sport similarly. Further, it empowers 
stakeholders of Safe Sport to consider how sport can be organised, 
developed and managed with principles of inclusion, equity, 
accessibility and acceptance at the forefront (Gurgis and Kerr, 
2021). Additionally, sport organisations must commit to removing 
barriers (e.g., education, experience) that interfere with the 
recruitment of equity-deserving leaders (Joseph et  al., 2021); 
prioritising diverse leadership across Safe Sport may further 
shape how Safe Sport is conceptualised and advanced. As well, 
consistent with the findings, the advancement of Safe Sport 
for underrepresented groups is contingent on having diverse 
leaders who can empathise with equity-deserving athletes. Finally, 
it is essential that sport organisations enhance accountability 
measures (Joseph et al., 2021) to confront the complacent nature 
of Safe Sport, which to this point, has failed to consider the 
subtle, yet harmful ways in which sport and its participating 
stakeholders affect equity-deserving athletes. Accountability 
measures may include publicly committing to instilling changes 
that enhance the representation and experiences of equity-
deserving groups (Joseph et  al., 2021), ongoing collection of 
demographic data, evaluation data including athletes’ experiences 
and the linking of funding with the achievement of change.

Limitations and Future Directions
The study was limited by having a small sample of participants 
representing various equity-deserving groups (e.g., only two 
Black athletes, two gay athletes and one non-binary athlete) 
Additionally, not every equity-deserving group was reflected 
in this study (e.g., transgender and Indigenous). Finally, the 
study was limited to the perspectives of high-performance 
athletes in Canada. Future Safe Sport research must consider 
the perspectives of multiple stakeholders (e.g., equity-deserving 
administrators, coaches and/or researchers). Further, exploring 
the perspectives and experiences of youth athletes, athletes 
outside of a high-performance context, and international equity-
deserving groups, may also yield novel interpretations of Safe 
Sport or introduce new experiences of Safe Sport endured by 
equity-deserving participants. Additionally, the use of diverse 
methods of inquiry, such as participant observation, may facilitate 
new learnings about how equity-deserving stakeholders 

experience Safe Sport. Finally, intervention research should 
explore how Safe Sport strategies can be  enhanced to better 
safeguard equity-deserving athletes from experiences of violence 
in sport. This, in turn, may lead sport organisations to adopting 
and advancing more all-encompassing interpretations of Safe 
Sport grounded in principles of fairness, accessibility, inclusion 
and equal rights.

CONCLUSION

This study explored the equity-deserving athletes’ perspectives, 
experiences of and recommendations for advancing Safe Sport. 
The findings indicated that participants’ perspectives and experiences 
of Safe Sport differed from those of White, male, heterosexual 
and able-bodied athletes, and that Safe Sport initiatives, which 
focus on abuse prevention, inadequately recognise or address 
discrimination and microaggressions as forms of violence. The 
participants recommended that Safe Sport should extend beyond 
the common understanding of abuse prevention to include anti-
discrimination, as each athlete reported experiences of verbal, 
behavioural and structural forms of harm, which ultimately shaped 
their understanding of Safe Sport. As such, according to the 
athletes, topics, such as racism, ableism, sexism, misogyny and 
heterosexism, are critical to address within the Safe Sport movement, 
as these experiences uniquely define the (un)safe experiences of 
marginalised athletes in sport. Overall, although sport has progressed 
significantly since its inception, especially via Safe Sport, the 
prejudicial treatment of equity-deserving groups in sport continues 
to be  characterised by epistemic injustice (Pratt, 2019).
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Denunciations of child sexual abuse (CSA) in the sport context have been increasing in 
the last decades. Studies estimate that between 14 and 29% of athletes have been victim 
of at least one form of sexual violence in sport before the age of 18. However, studies 
suggest that many do not disclose their experience of CSA during childhood. This finding 
is alarming since studies have shown that the healing process usually starts with disclosure. 
Moreover, little is known about the healing process of CSA experienced in the sport 
context. The aim of the study is to present a single case study of a CSA in sport to better 
understand the global experience over time from the perspective of the athlete. A narrative 
inquiry approach was adopted. Three non-structured interviews were conducted with the 
participant. Three pathways in the survivor journey have been identified through inductive 
thematic analysis: (a) pathway to understanding, (b) pathway to disclosure, and (c) pathway 
to healing. These pathways represent distinct processes but are intertwined as they are 
dynamic and iterative. Indeed, the survivor explained how she had been, and is still, going 
back and forth between them. Results are consistent with those found in the literature 
on CSA in the general population. It suggests that theoretical models of CSA in the general 
population could be applied to CSA in sport. Practical implications include a need for 
education and clearer boundaries in the coach-athlete relationship. Sport stakeholders 
also need to be better equipped to recognize the signs of sexual violence in sport. Our 
results indicate that qualitative research could be a potential avenue to help victims heal 
from CSA. It gives them the chance to talk about and make sense of their abuse in a safe 
space. Finally, our results demonstrate the importance of reviewing the current justice 
system for victims. It should be based on a trauma-informed approach that places the 
victim at the center of the judicial process.

Keywords: sport, child sexual abuse, sexual abuse, athlete, disclosure, healing, understanding
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INTRODUCTION

The last few decades have been marked by a growing 
denunciation of child sexual abuse (CSA) in the sport context. 
Studies show that 14 to 29% of athletes have been a victim 
of at least one form of sexual violence before the age of 
18 (Alexander et  al., 2011; Vertommen et  al., 2016; Parent 
and Vaillancourt-Morel, 2020). Child sexual abuse is defined 
as “the involvement of a child in sexual activity that he  or 
she does not fully comprehend, is unable to give informed 
consent to, for which the child is not developmentally 
prepared and cannot give consent, or that violates the laws 
or social taboos of society” (World Health Organization, 
1999; Woodward and Joseph, 2003, p.  15–16). Child sexual 
abuse is a threat to the child’s healthy development (Halvorsen 
et al., 2020) and has many consequences including depression, 
anxiety, post-traumatic symptoms, eating disorders, and 
increased risk of suicide (Leahy et  al., 2008; Vertommen 
et  al., 2016; Mountjoy, 2019; Timpka et  al., 2019; Parent 
and Vaillancourt-Morel, 2020). While similar consequences 
have been reported in the general population, there are 
also sport-specific consequences such as a decrease in 
performance and giving up sport (Fasting et  al., 2002; 
Bisgaard and Støckel, 2019). Different perpetrators have been 
identified in the literature such as coaches, peer athletes, 
and medical staff (Alexander et  al., 2011; Vertommen et  al., 
2013). Higher prevalence of male perpetrators has been 
observed (Kirby and Greaves, 1997; Vertommen et  al., 2013; 
Johansson and Lundqvist, 2017). Coaches as perpetrators 
have been more studied and the magnitude of CSA perpetrated 
by them varies between 0.2 and 9.7% (Parent and Fortier, 
2017). Because of the importance of the coach role and 
their proximity with athletes, it seems important to better 
understand the experiences of the coach-athlete relationship. 
Moreover, some studies show that the impacts of CSA are 
more severe when the perpetrator is in position of authority 
(e.g., a coach; Leahy et  al., 2008).

Experience of CSA from a coach in the sport context is 
particular as it implies dimensions of power, influence, trust, 
and dependence (Johansson and Lundqvist, 2017). This critical 
relationship makes athletes more vulnerable to being exposed 
to CSA (Gaedicke et  al., 2021). Some coaches may abuse 
this close and trusting relationship to create physical proximity 
with the athlete (Brackenridge and Fasting, 2005; Owton and 
Sparkes, 2017); however, this can make it difficult to identify 
the boundaries of the relationship. This particular dynamic 
makes it harder for athletes to recognize when an abusive 
relationship is being established (Gaedicke et al., 2021). Coaches 
may use grooming, defined as “the process by which a 
perpetrator isolates and prepares an intended victim” 
(Brackenridge, 2001, p.  35), to get closer to the athlete and 
commit CSA without it being noticed and disclosed. The 
disclosure of CSA received some attention in the sport literature, 
but not with great details about the process survivors go 
through around this specific question. Understanding this 
“process” could greatly help better support survivors in their 
journey through healing.

Disclosure of CSA in Sport
Although a substantial number of youths, both inside and 
outside of the sport context, have been victims of CSA, studies 
suggest that many do not disclose their experience during 
childhood (London et  al., 2008; Collin-Vezina et  al., 2015; 
McElvaney, 2015; Jeong and Cha, 2019). For many victims, it 
takes more than two decades from the beginning of the abuse 
to tell someone about it and nearly three decades to have 
in-depth discussions (Easton, 2012). Delayed or lack of disclosures 
are alarming since studies have shown that the healing process 
usually starts with disclosure (Chouliara et  al., 2014; Jeong 
and Cha, 2019). At this point, the victim can seek social and 
professional support (Collin-Vezina et al., 2021). One explanation 
of non-disclosure can be attributed to the lack of understanding 
of children on what CSA constitutes (Schaeffer et  al., 2011). 
Some athletes reported that they were not always conscious 
that they were experiencing CSA at the time of the abuse 
(Owton and Sparkes, 2017). This may be  explained by some 
athletes thinking that the relationship they have with their 
coach is a love story (Papathomas and Lavallee, 2012). They 
might find it flattering that their coach chooses them which 
allows them to feel special (Owton and Sparkes, 2017). Athletes 
also sometimes normalized sexual relations with the coach 
(Stirling and Kerr, 2009; Parent et  al., 2016), perceiving it as 
consensual (Toftegaard Nielsen, 2010).

The “normalization” of CSA by victims is not specific to 
the sport context. In a study from Lahtinen et  al. (2018), 51% 
of participants who reported a sexual experience with someone 
at least 5 years older did not self-label their experience as 
CSA. Moreover, 33% of the participants were not sure how 
to describe their experience, while some even considered it 
flattering (Lahtinen et  al., 2018). In line with these results, 
Stige et  al. (2020) conducted semi-structured interviews with 
11 adult survivors of CSA to explore how they came to 
understand that they had been victims. Their results suggested 
that the process to understanding is long, complex, and individual. 
It is influenced by the ambiguity of the memory (i.e., experiencing 
flashbacks), the language of the body (i.e., high level of distress), 
and the encounter of an observant (i.e., challenges feeling 
emotionally close to others; Stige et  al., 2020). These studies 
suggest that some CSA victims only realize many years later 
that they have been sexually abused, which may represent one 
barrier to disclosing their experience.

Research on disclosure of CSA is scarce within the sport 
context. Victims mentioned that they kept silent on the sexual 
relationship with their coach due to fear of jeopardizing their 
career (Moola and Krahn, 2017; Roberts et  al., 2019) or of 
not being believed (Stirling and Kerr, 2009; Parent, 2011). 
Victims also thought that the position of authority of the 
coach contributed to their silence (Moola and Krahn, 2017; 
Roberts et al., 2019). Hartill (2014) conducted narrative interviews 
with two victims of boyhood sexual violence in male sport. 
The participants mentioned that they disclosed their experience 
for the sake of other athletes that might be  going through 
similar experiences and to open the door for them to speak 
out. Owton and Sparkes’ (2017) case study of CSA in sport 
yielded similar results. The victims believed that participating 
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in research where they shared their experiences could help 
other victims to speak up. Many studies outside the sport 
context have further investigated the barriers and facilitators 
to the disclosure of CSA (Collin-Vezina et  al., 2015; Lahtinen 
et  al., 2018). Results show that fear of not being believed 
(Alaggia, 2005; McElvaney et  al., 2014; Morrison et  al., 2018), 
shame and self-blame (Alaggia, 2005; Hartill, 2014; McElvaney 
et  al., 2014; Collin-Vezina et  al., 2015), concerns for self and 
others (Collin-Vezina et  al., 2015; Morrison et  al., 2018), and 
feelings toward the abuser (Morrison et  al., 2018; Halvorsen 
et  al., 2020) can hinder disclosure. Family-related factors such 
as dysfunctional communication and hostile environments can 
also suppress disclosure (Collin-Vezina et  al., 2015; Alaggia 
et  al., 2017). Studies suggest that age is a strong predictor of 
disclosure (Alaggia et  al., 2017), where older age increases the 
propensity of disclosing (Collin-Vezina et  al., 2015). Settings 
that provide an opportunity to share, such as interviews, are 
contextual factors that can facilitate disclosure (McElvaney 
et  al., 2014; Alaggia et  al., 2017).

Despite the known consequences of CSA, studies outside 
the sport context have shown that victims can heal from 
the traumatic experience (Jeong and Cha, 2019). Healing is 
“characterized by activity resulting in improved functioning 
as balance is achieved. People are viewed as active agents 
in their healing process, and their healing is not something 
that is done to them—it is something that takes place within 
them” (Arias and Johnson, 2013, p. 823). Healing is influenced 
by multiple factors such as secure and supporting relationships 
(Arias and Johnson, 2013; Easton et  al., 2015), spirituality 
(Knapik et al., 2008; Draucker et al., 2011; Arias and Johnson, 
2013), therapy (Arias and Johnson, 2013; Easton et al., 2015), 
formalizing a complaint or taking legal actions against the 
perpetrator (Chouliara et  al., 2014; Easton et  al., 2015), 
accepting that CSA is part of their life (Arias and Johnson, 
2013; Jeong and Cha, 2019), and shifting blame (Draucker 
et al., 2011; Arias and Johnson, 2013; Chouliara et al., 2014). 
This final factor has been recognized as an important 
component in the healing process of many victims. It is a 
positive cognitive process that allows the victim to place 
the blame back on the perpetrator (Arias and Johnson, 2013). 
At this point, victims recognize that they are not responsible 
for what happened. It helps them to make sense of the 
abuse and reduce their shame and guilt. Shifting blame may 
represent a turning point toward healing from the traumatic 
experience (Draucker et  al., 2011; Easton et  al., 2015). In 
the sport context, one victim explained how labeling her 
experience as CSA helps her switching blame and release 
her from responsibility (Papathomas and Lavallee, 2012). She 
also expressed how sharing her experience of abuse with 
others confirmed that she was not to blame. The reactions 
she received validated that she was not responsible for her 
experience. As we  can see, disclosure and healing are two 
process that are clearly linked. However, we  do not have 
much detailed empirical knowledge of those two processes 
and how they are linked when it comes to survivors of CSA 
in sport. Understanding those processes could greatly help 
better support survivors in their journey through healing.

Aim of the Study
A victim’s understanding of the sexual abuse, factors that 
influence disclosure and healing processes have been well 
studied over the past years in the general population, but 
little is known within the specific context of sport. Few 
studies in the field of sport have employed a narrative analysis 
and use the own words of the victim athletes to describe 
their experiences (Fasting and Sand, 2015). Experts have 
called for the need of qualitative research to have a deeper 
understanding of sexual violence in the sport context 
(Vertommen et  al., 2017). Until now, most of the qualitative 
research have documented the grooming process (Owton 
and Sparkes, 2017; Bisgaard and Støckel, 2019). We  therefore 
understand how CSA in sport occur but do not know much 
of the disclosure and aftermath of it. To our knowledge, 
there are a lack of studies following an athlete’s journey 
over time of CSA. This represents a major limitation since 
research shows that understanding, disclosure, and healing 
are not discrete events, but rather ongoing and dynamic 
process (Chouliara et  al., 2014; Alaggia et  al., 2017; Stige 
et  al., 2020). Hence, the aim of the study is to present a 
single case study of CSA in sport to better understand the 
global experience over time from the perspective of an athlete.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

A narrative inquiry approach was adopted to conduct a case 
study based on a retired athlete’s lived experience of sexual 
abuse in the sport context. A unique narrative case study 
allows an in-depth and detailed understanding of the lived 
experience of a particular single case (Fortin et  al., 2015; 
Creswell et al., 2018). There is “a fundamental belief in narrative 
research that stories mean something, and that they are a rich 
resource for trying to understand people and the world around 
us” (Andrews, 2020, 2). Stories not only represent a way to 
make sense of one’s experience, but also to meaningfully share 
them with others (Smith, 2010; Andrews, 2020).

Our journey in the current study began when the participant, 
Eva,1 contacted one of the authors (SP) after hearing a radio 
interview about violence in sport. Listening to the interview 
represented a turning point for Eva, since it was the moment 
she decided to tell her story with the goal of contributing to 
research. Narrative inquiry entails the storying and re-storying 
of lived experience (Creswell et  al., 2018). This represents a 
relational process, where both interviewer and interviewee 
co-construct the direction and meaning of the story (Creswell 
et  al., 2018; Andrews, 2020). For example, when asked to 
choose, Eva preferred to be  identified as a survivor and not 
as a victim of sexual abuse. This question was important given 
as both terms are used in the literature, but it also provided 
her with additional control over her narrative.

1 For confidentiality purposes, names of individuals involved in the story were 
changed. The participant chose her pseudonym as Eva and that of her abuser 
as Allan.
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Data Collection
Two non-structured interviews were conducted with the 
participant in September and October 2019: the first lasting 
86 min and the second 92 min. The interviews were audio 
recorded and transcribed verbatim. A third interview was 
proposed to Eva during the winter of 2021. The initial analyses 
revealed an evolution in her discourse and the researchers 
believed that an additional interview may reveal other meaningful 
information. Eva accepted to participate in a third interview 
which lasted 114 min. This study was approved by the University’s 
Research Ethics Board (certificate # 2018-204/12-06-2019). In 
terms of ethics, Eva signed a consent form where she endorsed 
the publication of her story in a scientific publication. Also, 
many precautionary measures were taken to ensure her wellbeing. 
Indeed, the conduction of the interviews was done by a senior 
researcher (SP) who had studied sexual abuse in sport for 
many years. Also, Eva was followed by a psychologist before, 
during, and after all interviews. We  also gave her a list of 
other resources she could contact if needed, including a 
psychologist who worked with the research team. In addition, 
the interviewer (SP) was in contact with her before and after 
each interview to be  informed of Eva’s wellbeing. Moreover, 
great care was taken to ensure that no identifying information 
about the participant (or the people involved in this case study) 
was included in the article. An additional precaution was taken 
in regard of the research team (co-authors), namely, by the 
use of a confidentiality agreement for all co-authors who 
accessed the data. The co-authors never met Eva in person 
and were not aware of her real name.

Qualitative interviews provide rich and detailed stories and 
provide insight into the participant’s emotions and meaning 
of their experiences (Smith and Sparkes, 2016). Unstructured 
interviews allow survivors to present their story in their own 
words and decipher it while disclosing it. The athlete was free 
to say anything she felt ready to disclose in the sequence she 
wanted (Fortin et  al., 2015) and had a sense of control over 
the interview (Smith and Sparkes, 2016). This type of interview 
was chosen to allow Eva to speak freely about her experience. 
This choice was also based on other case studies conducted 
in sport that used a narrative approach (Hartill, 2014; Bisgaard 
and Støckel, 2019). Specifically, after Eva manifested herself 
to one of the authors (SP) expressing an interest to contribute 
to research by sharing her experience, SP and Eva met together 
to explore her intentions and desire to share and what this 
could implicate from a research and ethical perspective. After 
this meeting, Eva decided to officially engage in the research 
process and signed the consent form. Therefore, the conduction 
of the interviews happened after some contacts with Eva, 
meaning that SP and Eva knew each other before the interviews. 
Given that the goal of Eva’s process was to share her story, 
this allowed to dive more directly in the subject of the interview. 
Also, SP asked Eva to prepare for the first interview by reflecting 
on a chronological timeline of her story, which became the 
starting point of the first interview. The interviewer’s role was 
then to ask for precisions and clarifications in a supportive 
and empathetic way. The first and the second interviews were 
ended by Eva, when she felt it was time to stop (no more 

time available or because of the fatigue that it created for 
her). The starting point of other interviews (2 and 3) was 
always about additional information that she wanted to share 
and that we  did not have time to address. Considering that 
some time passed between each interview, Eva had time to 
reflect and was free to speak about what she wanted to share. 
This methodology enabled the interviewer to respect what was 
important for Eva to share. It also brought a very useful way 
of understanding her experience without having 
pre-conceptualized or oriented questions from a 
research standpoint.

Data Analysis
Inductive thematic analysis was conducted (Braun and Clarke, 
2013). Six steps were followed as: (1) familiarization with the 
data was achieved by listening and reading several times all 
verbatim, (2) coding was conducted by two coders concurrently, 
(3) the two coders then searched for patterns in the codes to 
create themes, (4) themes were reviewed by all four authors, 
(5) themes were then named and defined, and (6) then written 
up to tell the story. Data codification was organized using 
NVivo 12. The reliability of the results was confirmed by the 
co-coding of the data by two researchers in the team (Guba, 
1981; Loh, 2013). They proceeded to analyze the data together. 
At some point in the analysis, the coders referred to the 
literature to frame the findings and found an article suggesting 
a theoretical model on healing from CSA (see Arias and 
Johnson, 2013). This model helped them realize that the 
participant has been and was still going through different 
processes in her healing journey. From the first to the third 
interview, Eva’s narrative is marked by an evolution as she 
has been attempting to decipher her experience during the 
research project. The four authors felt it was important to 
highlight this evolution in the results. The coders came up 
with the term “pathway” to illustrate the principal and distinct 
phases of the survivor journey. Themes and code were then 
discussed between all the team researchers until unanimity 
was reached. The involvement of all authors in the data analysis 
process ensured the rigor and trustworthiness of the results. 
To ensure the accuracy of interpretations, themes and codes 
were validated in a fourth meeting with the participant at the 
end of the analysis (Guba, 1981; Loh, 2013). Minor adjustments 
were made based on the participant’s feedback.

Meeting Eva
Eva is a Canadian retired female athlete aged 36 years at the 
time of the study. She had practiced her team sport at the 
provincial level for 18 years. Eva had been sexually abused by 
her male coach, Allan, for 6 years, starting at 14 years of age. 
The cycle of abuse began when Allan started to give her rides 
to training. The abuse then started in her coach’s car and 
continued in the basement of the coach’s parents and in 
competition. The abuse included primarily oral sex and mutual 
masturbation with digital penetration. At the time of the abuse, 
Eva was in love with Allan. She did not realize that the 
relationship they had was abusive. As requested by Allan, Eva 
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kept quiet about the sexual relationship with her coach for 
20 years. She is now married and has two kids.

RESULTS

Eva’s story illustrated how she managed the abuse experienced 
as a child. In her own words, this was long and complicated as:

It is like if you  take your life, your puzzle of a thousand 
pieces and you  just shake the box, then you  open it again, 
you  do not know how many pieces there are, you  do not 
know where your corners are, and so it is really difficult but 
at the same time, really liberating.

Her non-linear pattern of discourse showed Eva actively 
engaged in reflection and, to paraphrase her, in putting the 
pieces back together. Through re-storying (Creswell et al., 2018), 
we  identified three pathways: (a) pathway to understanding, 
(b) pathway to disclosure, and (c) pathway to healing (see Table 1).  
These pathways represent distinct processes where understanding 
involves making sense of one’s experience of abuse; disclosing 
involves acting upon one’s experience; and healing involves 
overcoming one’s experience. However, the three pathways are 
intertwined. It would be  difficult to heal before understanding 
one’s experience, for example. While actions of disclosure can 
help with sense-making, it can also facilitate the healing process 
by engaging with resources. Finally, the pathways are dynamic 
and iterative in the sense that the survivor explained how she 
had been, and is still, going back and forth between pathways. 
Understanding, disclosing, and healing should be  observed as 
distinct yet complementary processes by which Eva was putting 
back the pieces of the puzzle her abuse represented back together.

Pathway to Understanding
This pathway illustrates the process of how Eva came to make 
sense of the abuse she experienced as a child. It shows the 
evolution in the awareness and interpretation of her own experience 
but also of sexual abuse in general. Eva came to the first interview 
being unsure if what she had experienced could be  considered 
abuse and came out of the third interview considering herself 
to be  a survivor. She described feelings of ambiguity that made 
it difficult to reconcile what she experienced with her conception 
of sexual abuse. Eva explained how certain events in the media 
and in her life experiences became triggers that moved her 
toward understanding. Furthermore, the fact that she was educated 
made her more comfortable with researching information, helping 
her to better understand her experience. Her body language 
also increased her awareness of the trauma she had lived. Through 
making sense of the ambiguity and her body language, and 
with the triggering aspect of certain events, Eva eventually labeled 
her experience as abuse. She also described how she came to 
a place of acceptance and lessened her sense of guilt.

Ambiguity
A strong sense of ambiguity was present in Eva’s discourse, 
especially in the first interview. She had mixed feelings about 
her abuser and concerning her experience of abuse more 

broadly. Eva confided that she had been in love with Allan 
and that she had hoped to become his girlfriend. At the 
same time, she realized that their relationship was not normal 
because he  insisted on keeping it secret, and as she stated 
when “you have to keep something secret, it’s usually because 
it’s not right.” She explained that part of her thought that 
this was because of her being underage and that he  would 
legitimize their relation when she turned 18, or as she 
metaphorically said, that he  would “take her out of 
the basement.”

Eva’s conflicted feelings about her abuser influenced how 
she interpreted the abuse. Since she loved him and wanted 
to please him, she never offered any resistance. This was contrary 
to what she conceptualized as an abuse, and it led her to 
doubt her own experience. For her, sexual abuse was something 
violent, direct, and implied penetration:

In the sense that sexual assault necessarily means rape. 
That there was physical coercion, that there was—that the 
person said, “No” you  know, a sexual assault is not noiseless. 
Whereas what I  experienced was really silent.

Her doubts were so strong, that at the end of the first 
interview, Eva asked the researcher, crying: “Well, basically 
I  need you  to tell me whether or not… if this really was 
abuse, because I  am  mixed up.” More than a decade after the 
abuse, in an interview where she sought out to share her 
story of abuse, she needed to validate her understanding.

The Language of the Body
During her life, Eva’s body expressed the suffering related to 
the abuse from which she tried to distance herself mentally. 
She mentioned many symptoms, such as constant fatigue and 
frequent headaches. In the period directly following the end 

TABLE 1 | Athlete’s narrative on sexual abuse in sport.

Main themes and sub-themes Definitions

Pathway to understanding Process of making sense of the abuse
Ambiguity Love-abuse duality in the survivor 

interpretation of her experience
Language of the body Symptoms that communicate to the survivor 

that something is wrong
Triggering elements Elements that helped the survivor to better 

understand her experience
Labeling the abuse Act of putting words on one’s experience
Pathway to disclosure Process through which the survivor began 

acting upon her experience of abuse and 
sharing her evolving understanding with others

Barriers to disclosure Hindering elements to disclosure
Pathway to healing « Activity resulting in improved functioning » 

(Glaister, 2001)
Acceptance Cognitive processes of de-guilt and de-

responsibilization
Steps of active healing Steps the athlete takes to face her experience 

and become an active agent in

her healing process
Strengthened resilience Increased control and power over one’s life 

and strengthened sense of

oneself
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of her relationship with Allan, Eva began drinking heavily. 
She used alcohol to numb her feelings and for some time, 
she was not capable of being intimate sexually if she was not 
intoxicated. There came a point where she met a man with 
whom she chose to settle down and have children, which was 
when she decided to quit drinking. She also began therapy 
to address mental health issues, which she described as “pervasive 
unhappiness.” However, she never discussed her sexual abuse 
with her psychologist at that time since she did not think 
that it was the cause of her difficulties. Her body was sending 
her signs that she was not yet able to interpret in relation to 
her experience of abuse. She explained as: “I never went straight 
into a psychologist’s office and said, ‘I was a victim.’ You know, 
it came out differently.” After each of the first two interviews, 
Eva had significant physical pain which she said was “as if 
I  had been in a car accident.” The intense pain appeared after 
recounting her experience of abuse in detail for the first time 
in her life which ultimately helped her realize that she really 
had been abused.

Triggering Elements
Media coverage of high-profile sexual abuse cases has increased 
over the last decades. Eva recalled that the first case that 
triggered her happened in 2008 when a public figure denounced 
her personal experience of CSA with a well-known man in 
the music industry. The fact that the story was very similar 
and came out publicly as sexual abuse legitimized Eva’s own 
ambiguous and confused feelings about her relationship with 
Allan. This specific case made her realize that what she had 
experienced was abuse. The media then helped her better 
understand her personal experience by identifying with 
other survivors.

Eva is an educated woman who explained that when she 
needed to better understand her experience, she looked for 
information at the library or on specialized websites. She 
described her quest for information as a coping mechanism. 
For example, in her process of understanding, she wondered 
why she had never confided in her doctor, she explained as: 
“I took out all the books on sexual assault available at the 
library and I  found that the most recent statistic is 2 to 9% 
of people who talk about it to their doctor.” Eva also had 
triggers through her professional career where she learned 
about aspects related to sexual abuse, such as the importance 
of secrecy and of rewards given by abusers. It made her realize 
that her abuser “knew he  wasn’t right.” Getting information 
was a way for her to better understand and normalize what 
she had experienced.

Labeling the Abuse
Her pathway to understanding eventually led Eva to label her 
experience as abuse. The increasing awareness about sexual 
abuse and about the importance of consent in the last decades 
helped her to understand what happened and describe her 
experience in the right words. In retrospect, she felt there was 
not enough education to provide words to describe what she 
was experiencing.

It just seems so obvious to me now. (…) But twenty years 
ago, well… I’m trying to put myself back, you know, 
twenty years ago it wasn’t like that at all, at all, at all. It’s 
very hard to put it in context. Twenty years ago, nobody 
was talking about consent.

Her conceptualization of sexual abuse was embedded in 
the societal context. Eva mentioned that 20 years ago no one 
was suspicious of sexual abuse between a coach and an athlete, 
saying “nobody thought it existed.” Although the evolution of 
knowledge about sexual abuse in society helped her own 
understanding, Eva says she still feels conflicted at times. 
Throughout the interviews, she referred to her “child mind” 
competing with her “adult mind.”

Well, you  know, that story has been written in my head 
as a child. I  do not know how—it is there, it is 
compartmentalized, you  know, and now I  can put adult 
words to it. And language has evolved a lot in the last 
20 years.

This quote illustrates that Eva’s conception of CSAs has 
evolved over time. The understanding of her experience when 
she was younger differs from her current understating. The 
recognition if CSA in sport in society and the evolution of 
vocabulary has helped her in her process. Getting older and 
gaining life experience has also shaped her “adult mind.”

Pathway to Disclosure
This pathway documents the process through which Eva began 
acting upon her experience of abuse and sharing her evolving 
understanding with others. She had discussed her abuse with 
very few people, namely, her husband and three friends, but 
never with her psychologist whom she continued to see 
periodically over the years. She had always stayed vague in 
her statements by using euphemisms such as “bad experiences” 
or “inappropriate behaviors.” As mentioned previously, Eva 
disclosed her experience in detail for the first time through 
the interviews.

Barriers to Disclosure
Inherent to this slow and cautious process, Eva identified several 
barriers that limited or delayed her disclosure. Some of these 
barriers were relational, such as the climate in her family that 
did not promote open communication, or the reactions of 
loved ones. One barrier was specific to her fear of losing 
access to her sport if she reported the abuse. Finally, two 
other barriers were related to the apprehension of being labeled 
as a victim and her related distrust of the criminal justice system.

Eva explained that the climate in her family never promoted 
open communication about sensitive issues. On the contrary, 
it was “an atmosphere of simmering conflict (…) we  never 
shouted, but we  never spoke either” which did not make her 
feel secure to discuss her discomfort and mixed feelings toward 
her coach. Furthermore, her parents knew and seemed to 
appreciate Allan who sometimes chatted with them on the 
phone when calling Eva. This made her feel like she did not 
have a “space to express myself.”
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During the period the abuse was taking place, Eva feared 
she could lose access to her sport if she reported her coach. 
She deeply appreciated her sport and competed at high levels 
which left little alternative if she had wanted to transfer to 
another team. Ultimately, Eva felt that if she had spoken up 
about the abuse, this would have led to her having to stop 
practicing, to her teammates turning against her and to losing 
her place on the team. She described this situation as a “double 
abuse, because if you  speak, you  lose so much.” She also cared 
about her coach’s reputation, keeping her quiet by fear of 
tarnishing it.

When she eventually began to confide in some of her loved 
ones, Eva said she did not receive the reaction she needed 
from them. She explained that when the subject of sexual 
abuse was mentioned, “people fall into anger very quickly.” 
Although these reactions were directed toward the abuser and 
not toward Eva, she did not feel that there was authentic 
listening. While the context of public denunciations led to 
increased knowledge about sexual abuse, Eva felt it also led 
to a lack of understanding of why people do not speak up. 
Since the few times where she began discussing her experience 
led to people becoming angry, she closed up and kept vague 
about the nature of the abuse.

Eva perceived that disclosing her experience of sexual abuse 
would have categorized her as a victim. She mentioned that, 
in a sense, disclosing her abuse would make it real: “As long 
as we  do not say it out loud, and we  do not discuss our 
experience, to admit that we have been victimized by a person 
[sobbing] well if you  do not say it, you  are not [a victim].” 
Eva mentioned that once a person is labeled a victim, it stays 
with her for the rest of her life. This fear of being labeled as 
a victim is related to her distrust of the criminal justice system 
where she observed other victims of sexual abuse being “savagely 
discredited” and stigmatized. The notion of innocent until 
proven guilty places the burden of proof on the victim who 
“has to prove that she has really been a victim.” For Eva, that 
would have felt as being re-victimized. She felt this very 
demanding experience was not worth it since the sentences 
were not severe enough and that the accused often got away 
with a “slap on the wrist.”

During the period that the interviews took place, however, 
Eva’s discourse showed an important evolution in her perception 
of these barriers. Evidence of her moving through her pathway 
of disclosure, Eva explained during the third interview that 
she had shared her story of abuse with her husband including 
all the details she had previously left out. She also communicated 
with her psychologist to specifically address her experience of 
abuse and was engaging in civil judiciary actions against Allan. 
This disclosure to her husband placed stress on their relationship 
and brought back some difficulties with their intimacy, but 
Eva felt this was an important step toward healing.

Pathway to Healing
Through her understanding and disclosing, Eva began moving 
toward healing. She described being largely motivated by her 
children: “In my head and in my heart, I  often say to myself 
that I  had my daughter to survive and then my son to live. 

It’s a strong impulse.” The pathway to healing was described 
as a positive, yet bumpy road that included difficulties and 
challenges. Eva admitted being tired by the actions she had 
been taking: “It’s very tiring to do this, but I  think it’s a 
fatigue related to releasing tension. I  do not think the fatigue 
is setting in. I  think the fatigue is coming out.” Eva took 
many active steps to allow her to heal, such as participating 
in the current research process, seeking therapy to specifically 
address the abuse, and confronting her abuser. She also discussed 
how the process of healing, namely, through her taking back 
power, had developed her sense of resilience.

Acceptance
This distinction between her child mind and her adult mind 
represents a metaphor she used to illustrates her understanding 
that what her abuser did was wrong, although she was not 
able to see it that way when she was a child. While Eva has 
journeyed on her pathway to understanding to a place where 
she now labels her experience as abuse, her process of acceptance 
is ongoing. She described it as a need to reprogram herself.

I am  reprogramming myself; I  say to myself “he was more 
than 5 years older, he had the authority and he touched you over 
your clothes, he  had no right to do that” I  repeat that to 
myself. Because I  have done the opposite so much, it is like 
I  have to reprogram myself.

Eva explained that the more she accepted her experience, 
the more she developed self-compassion that replaced her initial 
feelings of shame and guilt. To continue on this path, she 
recognized that she also had to come to terms with the romantic 
feelings she had for Allan. Eva explained that in a sense, she 
went through a breakup yet has never felt the heartbreak or 
romantic grief that could help her move on from the relationship. 
In a recent session with her psychologist, she realized that 
she was not only sexually abused, but also emotionally abused. 
She referred to this as a “love abuse.” This led to painful 
physical symptoms and eventually to a sense of having 
surmounted her romantic feelings.

Days later [the session with the psychologist] I was hurting, 
I  was hurting, and I  was just crying all the time. (…) Like 
an old heartbreak that resurfaced. Once I  understood that it 
was over. Well, I  was tired, but after that I  did not have 
romantic feelings and I am not finding excuses for him anymore. 
It is like it is been evacuated of the equation.

Steps of Active Healing
The current research played an important role in Eva’s healing 
process as she stated that it was where her healing started. 
She explained that it had become important for her to do 
something with her experience, yet she did not want to engage 
in legal procedures. She chose to contact the researcher because 
she felt she could have control over the situation, which she 
said would not have been the case in the criminal justice system.

I realized that it was a safe, confidential environment 
where you would be able to receive what I had to say 
(…) the idea of participating in research, well, it did not 
imply anything. In the sense that it could end there. If 
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you go to the police station to report, things are out of 
your hands. You do not have control over your situation 
whereas here, well, I decide a lot of what happens and 
for me it was necessary to move forward with this.

Participating in research has been a way for her to validate 
and normalize her experience, while gaining a clearer 
understanding of her situation. Eva also appreciated that 
recounting her story would “serve a purpose” and that it was 
a way for her to contribute to research in this area.

Although she had been actively engaged in therapy in the 
past, Eva had never addressed her experience of sexual abuse. 
After the first two interviews, Eva made an appointment with 
her psychologist whom she had not seen in some time. This 
allowed her to gain a better understanding of her experience 
and related feelings, to learn coping strategies, and to make 
sense of her own life path. Eva compared the healing supported 
by her psychotherapy to physiotherapy for a person who had 
suffered a physical injury.

Another action Eva took on her healing journey was to 
confront her abuser. She explained that this allowed her to 
regain a sense of control by placing the responsibility back 
into him. Eva described an event where she invited Allan 
to a restaurant and told him “I never want you  to write 
to me again, I  never want you  to call me, I  never want 
you  to call my parents. I  never want to have contact with 
you  again. And you  were not always right.” Recently Eva 
had engaged in a civil procedure to confront Allan more 
formally, which she would not have considered before the 
research. She explained that she decided that she wanted 
“to say [to him] what I  had not been able to say in the 
end (…) There is this, this, and this, it belongs to me. 
You  took it from me.”

Eva found the legal procedures exhausting and time-
consuming, but she thought it would lead her to “have more 
freedom to be. To have less time to devote to my healing, to 
be  more available in my love life, to be  more, to have a more 
open heart with my children.” However, she remained concerned 
as: “there is a part of the aftermath that worries me, what 
will my condition be  afterwards? I  think it will be  better, but 
how much better will it be?” This demonstrate how the healing 
process is a bumpy road for Eva.

Strengthened Resilience
Eva’s pathway to healing led her to increase her control and 
power over her life. She described having a strengthened sense 
of herself that allowed her to stand up for herself in uncomfortable 
situations. She gave an example of where she confronted her 
boss after he  made comments of a sexual nature which made 
her feel “super powerful.” Eva said that she now recognized 
her self-worth and was better able to set her limits. She described 
that she was much more comfortable dealing with authority 
figures in her professional or personal life. Eva said that she 
also felt empowered to speak up for other athletes and women 
who could not, for different reasons, do it for themselves. 
Ultimately, Eva described her ongoing journey of healing and 
shared her hopes for her future.

Well, when I  came here, I  reached out like “I think I  was 
maybe a victim” and after these two interviews, I  came out 
a survivor, but now I  just want to be  alive. I  want it to 
be  fixed and to move on with my life, not to survive. For 
me, that is my goal. And one’s life is filled with desires, projects, 
it is about projecting myself in time, not just going through 
the days.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of the study was to better understand the experience 
of CSA in the sport context from the perspective of a survivor-
athlete. To do so, a narrative single case study was conducted 
with a female retired athlete who was a victim of CSA by 
her coach for 6 years. It took the athlete 20 years to disclose 
her complete experience of abuse. This timeline aligns with 
research demonstrating that many children do not disclose 
their experience before adulthood (Hébert et  al., 2011; Easton, 
2012; Collin-Vezina et  al., 2015). Through thematic analysis, 
the authors identified three major themes in the survivor’s 
narrative: (a) the pathway to understanding, (b) the pathway 
to disclosure, and (c) the pathway to healing. These themes 
are discussed in detail in the following sections within the 
context of the broader literature.

Eva’s pathway to understanding represents the events that 
led her realize that she had been sexually abused by her coach 
when she was a child. The fact that it took her many years 
to understand what happened and describe her experience in 
the right words is consistent with other victims’ narratives 
(Lahtinen et  al., 2018). Eva’s pathway to understanding began 
when an artist publicly denounced her story of sexual abuse. 
Eva mentioned that she became aware of the many similarities 
between this public story and the relationship she had with 
her coach. This triggering element is consistent with other 
survivors’ stories. In sport, one athlete stated that she came 
to understand that she had been sexually abused by her coach 
when she was exposed to a similar situation on a television 
show (Papathomas and Lavallee, 2012). The exposure to the 
parallel of her own experience helped her realize that she was 
manipulated and that she was not to blame. The presence of 
manipulation from the coach is also present in many other 
survivors’ narratives and is linked to the grooming process 
(Brackenridge, 2001). The coach progressively goes beyond the 
limits of the interpersonal relationship with the athlete. This 
allows him to determine if it is safe for him to move on to 
the stage of sexual abuse without the athlete resisting and 
reporting it (Bisgaard and Støckel, 2019). Manipulation can 
take the form of the coach giving compliments to the athlete, 
giving gifts, offering special treatments, or inviting the athlete 
to their home (Fasting and Sand, 2015; Owton and Sparkes, 
2017). Those privileges are a way of gaining the athlete’s trust 
and can explain why athletes often perceive the situation as 
a love story and not abuse (Papathomas and Lavallee, 2012; 
Fasting and Sand, 2015). The ambiguity in Eva’s understanding 
of her experience could be  explained by the grooming from 
her coach. As mentioned previously, it could also be  explained 
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by the normalization of the coach-athlete romantic relationship 
in the sport context (Stirling and Kerr, 2009; Parent et al., 2016).

Barriers to disclosure exposed in our study are consistent 
with those found in the literature on CSA (Alaggia et  al., 
2017; Moola and Krahn, 2017; Roberts et  al., 2019; Halvorsen 
et  al., 2020). The fear of losing one’s sport is a specific barrier 
in the sport context. As in Eva’s case, many survivor-athletes 
are afraid to denouncing their abuse because they fear it would 
have a negative impact on their career (Moola and Krahn, 
2017; Roberts et  al., 2019). Other survivor-athletes’ narratives 
highlight that sexual violence in the sport context is something 
they learn to accept and deal with Fasting et  al. (2007). They 
state that the cost of fighting is not worth the chance of 
jeopardizing their performance success. Sexual abuse is embedded 
in a sport culture where athletes are expected to show resilience 
in the face of adversity (Fasting et  al., 2007).

Eva even compared CSA in sport context to CSA within 
the family. She said that because most of the time your sport 
team becomes like your family, CSA in sport context is kind 
of incestuous. The fear of losing one’s sport could then 
be  compared to the fear of the impact disclosure could have 
on the family dynamic when CSA occurs in-between family 
members. For example, Eva exposed her concerns about the 
impact disclosure could had have on her team. She said that 
she would not have wanted it to tarnish her coach reputation, 
that her teammates turn against her, that it would have tear 
her team apart, or that it would have harm her sport. Those 
are the types of concerns victims of CSA within family also 
express. Children are scared that disclosure would result in 
the abuser getting into trouble, that the family would suffer 
from it, or that it would break up their family (McElvaney 
et  al., 2014). The incestuous nature of sexual violence from 
a coach has also been highlighted by Brackenridge (1997).

In the two first interviews, Eva stated that she had never 
been able to fully disclose her CSA experience to anyone. She 
spoke briefly about it to her husband, two colleagues, and a 
friend, using euphemisms and remaining vague. Eva’s narrative 
illustrates how loved ones’ reactions can impact the disclosure 
process. Hateful reactions toward the perpetrator can cause 
victims to turn inward and stay vague in their disclosure. The 
use of euphemisms when talking about one’s experience of sexual 
abuse in sport is present in other survivor-athletes’ narratives 
as well (Papathomas and Lavallee, 2012). Not being able to 
properly name the act can be explained by the ambiguity survivors 
still experience even years after its occurrence. Consistent with 
Eva’s feelings, it is still difficult for many survivor-athletes to 
not blame themselves for what happened (Fasting et  al., 2007; 
Papathomas and Lavallee, 2012). This can make it difficult to 
use the word “abuse” when discussing their experience.

Concerning the third pathway, our results align with the 
theoretical model of healing from CSA (Arias and Johnson, 
2013). This model illustrates the significance of supportive 
relationships and positive internal characteristics in the healing 
process. This model also suggests that a decision point can 
act as a trigger to active healing, such as having kids. This 
is consistent with Eva saying, “In my head and in my heart, 
I  often say to myself that I  had my daughter to survive and 

my son to live. Those are big impulses.” According to Arias 
and Johnson (2013), supportive relationships, positive internal 
characteristics, and turning points (e.g., having children) lead 
to active healing. This model considers active healing as 
multifaceted. In line with the present study, therapy, life 
experiences, attributing blame to the abuser, confronting the 
abuser, empathy, and compassion were sources of active healing 
for Eva. Also consistent with our study, acceptance and 
strengthened resilience are results of active healing. This suggests 
that the theoretical model could be  applied to CSA in sport.

Eva’s pathway to healing can also be  linked to the concept 
of post-traumatic growth. Post-traumatic growth is defined as 
“the individual’s experience of significant positive change arising 
from the struggle of a major life crisis” (Calhoun et  al., 2000, 
p.  521). By her actions, Eva is taking control of her healing 
process. Confronting the abuser to return the blame, acceptance, 
adaptive coping strategies (i.e., education and normalization), 
and taking back power are concepts that have been linked 
with post-traumatic growth (Ullman, 2014; Hartley et al., 2016). 
Post-traumatic growth leads to positive change (Woodward 
and Joseph, 2003; Ullman, 2014) which, in the case of Eva, 
can be  illustrated by her strengthened resilience, a better self-
perception and new perspectives in life.

The non-linearity and dynamic aspect of her pathways are 
consistent with other CSA victims’ pathways. Qualitative studies 
conducted with CSA victims have shown that disclosure is a 
lifelong dynamic process that does not take place in a single 
event (Alaggia et  al., 2017). Studies have also shown that 
healing is a non-linear, ongoing, and dynamic process. The 
pathway is marked by a “back and forth” and is multifaceted 
(Draucker et  al., 2009; Chouliara et  al., 2014). Eva is not the 
only CSA survivor for whom the healing process is not always 
easy. Previous studies on victims of sexual abuse have also 
showed that healing is a challenging and tedious journey 
(Draucker et  al., 2011).

Practical Implications
Education and Clearer Boundaries in the 
Coach-Athlete Relationship
The pathway to understanding demonstrates that CSA victims 
do not always realize they are actually victims at the time of 
the abuse. The ambiguity between love and abuse has also 
been discussed in other studies (Papathomas and Lavallee, 
2012) and shows the need for better awareness and education. 
Athletes need to know what the boundaries of a coaching 
relationship are. As observed in the present study and stated 
by multiple authors, boundaries of the coach-athlete relationship 
are not clear in sport (Stirling and Kerr, 2009; Bisgaard and 
Støckel, 2019; Gaedicke et  al., 2021). This makes athletes more 
vulnerable to experiencing sexual abuse. More information 
should then be  given to them and all actors in sport (parents, 
coaches, support staff, etc.) about sexual abuse in sport and 
boundaries in the coach-athlete relationship. This could not 
only help athletes and actors in sport recognize the abuse, 
but also help people around them intervene to stop behaviors 
of coaches that go beyond those boundaries.
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The Role of Sport Psychologist and Other Sport 
Actors
Considering that romantic and sexual relations between coaches 
and athletes appear to be sometimes normalized (Parent et al., 
2016), it is likely that athletes do not recognize the importance 
of discussing it with others. It then seems essential to address 
the subject directly with them. Since sport psychologists’ 
mission involves promoting the wellbeing of athletes and their 
protection (Kerr and Stirling, 2019), they seem to be  well 
positioned to open the dialogue with athletes about possible 
problematic relationship with their coach. Even though sport 
psychologists occupy a privileged place in the promotion of 
the wellbeing of athletes, it is essential that every stakeholder 
takes responsibility to ensure an athlete’s safety. Sport 
organizations should then offer training to all stakeholders 
(i.e., athletes, coaches, and parents) about sexual abuse and 
sexual violence more generally. Sport stakeholders need to 
be  better equipped to recognize the signs of sexual violence 
in sport. Educating them on definitions of sexual violence, 
risk factors, consequences, and boundaries in the relationship 
between coaches and athletes is of primary importance. It 
would help them identify problematic situations more quickly 
and easily (Kerr and Stirling, 2019).

In line with the post-traumatic growth theory (Ullman, 
2014), sport psychologists could also help athletes to regain 
a sense of control over their experience and healing process. 
As our results indicate, shifting blame from the victim to the 
abuser is an important step toward healing. Therefore, sport 
psychologists should assist athletes in reinforcing that, as victims, 
they are not to blame which will help them grow from their 
experience (Hartley et al., 2016). They should also teach adaptive 
coping strategies to the athlete and support them in their 
steps to active healing (Ullman, 2014).

The Role of Research
Eva chose the context of research for her first disclosure. 
She also decided to first turn to research instead of the 
justice system. Qualitative research could be a potential avenue 
to help victims heal from their experience. It gives them 
the chance to talk about and make sense of their abuse in 
a safe space. By participating in research, victims feel like 
their experience could serve a purpose for helping others 
(Hartill, 2014; Owton and Sparkes, 2017). This sheds light 
on the positive and active role research can play for victims. 
This finding is in line with models of healing from CSA 
who identify altruism (e.g., helping other victims by speaking 
out and getting involved in victim’s organization) as a way 
of giving meaning to the abuse (Grossman et  al., 2006) and 
a stage in the healing process (Draucker et  al., 2011; Arias 
and Johnson, 2013).

Placing Victims at the Center of the Justice 
System
Eva considers that the criminal justice system is not suitable 
for victims of sexual abuse. Based on the public judicial 
processes of other victims, she came to consider that attending 

court is a form of re-victimization. This demonstrates the 
importance of reviewing the current justice system for victims. 
The recent announcement of Bill 92  in the Quebec National 
Assembly concerning the creation of a specialized court for 
sexual and domestic violence is consistent with this idea. 
This court will require judges to take a refresher program 
on the realities of sexual and domestic violence established 
by the Council of the Judiciary (Degré, 2021). This training 
will enable judges to better understand the reality of trauma 
experienced by victims. This bill is promising for sexual 
abuse victims as trauma-informed approaches “minimize the 
potential for harm and re-traumatization, enhance safety, 
control and resilience for all clients involved with systems 
or programs” (Public Health Agency of Canada, 2018). This 
court seeks to place the victim at the center of the process 
by bringing together all the psychosocial and legal services 
required by victims in one place (Degré, 2021). The trauma-
informed approach appears necessary to offer victims the 
support needed not only for disclosure, but also for healing 
(Randall and Haskell, 2013). It also appears important that 
victims have access to alternative justice pathways such as 
the civil procedures that Eva used. In that sense, restorative 
justice has been suggested as a potential positive alternative, 
complementary, or supportive way for victims of sexual abuse 
(Naylor, 2010; Gavrielides, 2012; Koss, 2014). Compared to 
other forms of justice, restorative justice views crimes as a 
violation of people and relationships rather than a violation 
of the state (Government of Canada, 2021). The focus is 
places on repairing the harm. Restorative justice is based 
on communication between both parties (the victim and 
the offender; Government of Canada, 2021). Restorative justice 
appears to be  a promising avenue to help victims to switch 
blame to the abuser (McGlynn et  al., 2012).

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

The current research is not without limitations. This is a single 
case study. Even though it provides a deeper understanding 
of the case, it does not guarantee that the findings apply to 
every athlete. Results should not be  generalized for athletes 
of different countries, where cultures vary. Social and cultural 
norms regarding gender roles and behaviors, sexual violence, 
and romantic and sexual relationships may differ from one 
country to another, as do notions of consent (Kalra and Bhugra, 
2013). Pathways could also be  different based on the gender 
of the athlete. For men, being sexually abused by a male coach 
may question their sexual orientation (Hartill, 2014). This brings 
a particular element in their pathways which may then differ 
from women. Finally, the present study took place 20 years 
after the abuse happened which may result in memory recall 
bias on the events related to the abuse. However, this also 
gave access to a portion of the participant’s healing process 
in real time, which is novel in the sport-related CSA 
research domain.

Future research should explore the pathways with male 
athletes and athletes from different countries. To our 
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knowledge, most studies on CSA in sport have been conducted 
with female athletes. It is thus important to understand 
whether male athletes are impacted similarly. It would also 
be  important in future research to go beyond the grooming 
process in survivor-athletes’ narratives of sexual abuse and 
to explore their pathways more globally. Following a survivor-
athlete’s journey over time would help to have a better 
comprehension of the understanding, disclosing, and healing 
process which in turn could help guide prevention and 
intervention programs.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will 
be  made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

ETHICS STATEMENT

The studies involving human participants were reviewed and 
approved by University Laval Research Ethics Board (certificate 
# 2018-204/12-06-2019). The patients/participants provided their 
written informed consent to participate in this study.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

AG contributed to the conception and study design and project 
management and drafted the manuscript. ES-P contributed to 
the data analysis and reviewed the manuscript. SR and SP 
contributed to the project management and reviewed the 
manuscript. All authors contributed to the article and approved 
the submitted version.

 

REFERENCES

Alaggia, R. (2005). Disclosing the trauma of child sexual abuse: A gender 
analysis. J. Loss Trauma 10, 453–470. doi: 10.1080/15325020500193895

Alaggia, R., Collin-Vezina, D., and Lateef, R. (2017). Facilitators and barriers 
to child sexual abuse (CSA) disclosures: a research update (2000-2016). 
Trauma Violence Abuse 20, 260–283. doi: 10.1177/1524838017697312

Alexander, K., Stafford, A., and Lewis, R. (2011). The experiences of children 
participating in organised sport in the UK. (NSPCC).

Andrews, M. (2020). Quality indicators in narrative research. Qual. Res. Psychol. 
18, 353–368. doi: 10.1080/14780887.2020.1769241

Arias, B. J., and Johnson, C. V. (2013). Voices of healing and recovery from childhood 
sexual abuse. J. Child Sex. Abus. 22, 822–841. doi: 10.1080/10538712.2013.830669

Bisgaard, K., and Støckel, J. T. (2019). Athlete narratives of sexual harassment 
and abuse in the field of sport. J. Clin. Sport Psychol. 13, 226–242. doi: 
10.1123/jcsp.2018-0036

Brackenridge, C. (1997). `he owned me basically. Int. Rev. Sociol. Sport 32, 
115–130. doi: 10.1177/101269097032002001

Brackenridge, C. (2001). Spoilsports: Understanding and Preventing Sexual 
Exploitation in Sport. Ethics and Sport. London: Routledge.

Brackenridge, C., and Fasting, K. (2005). The grooming process in sport: 
narratives of sexual harassment and abuse. Auto/Biography 13, 33–52. doi: 
10.1191/0967550705ab016oa

Braun, V., and Clarke, V. (2013). Successful Qualitative Research: A Practical 
Guide for Beginners. Oaks, California: Sage.

Calhoun, L. G., Cann, A., Tedeschi, R. G., and McMillan, J. (2000). A correlational test of 
the relationship between posttraumatic growth, religion, and cognitive processing. 
J. Trauma. Stress. 13, 521–527. doi: 10.1023/A:1007745627077

Chouliara, Z., Karatzias, T., and Gullone, A. (2014). Recovering from childhood 
sexual abuse: a theoretical framework for practice and research. J. Psychiatr. 
Ment. Health Nurs. 21, 69–78. doi: 10.1111/jpm.12048

Collin-Vezina, D., De La Sablonniere-Griffin, M., Palmer, A. M., and Milne, L. 
(2015). A preliminary mapping of individual, relational, and social factors 
that impede disclosure of childhood sexual abuse. Child Abuse Negl. 43, 
123–134. doi: 10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.03.010

Collin-Vezina, D., De La Sablonniere-Griffin, M., Sivagurunathan, M., Lateef, R., 
Alaggia, R., McElvaney, R., et al. (2021). "how many times did I  not want 
to live a life because of him": the complex connections between child sexual 
abuse, disclosure, and self-injurious thoughts and behaviors. Borderline 
Personal Disord. Emot. Dysregul. 8:142-6. doi: 10.1186/s40479-020-00142-6

Creswell, J. W., and Poth, C. N. (2018). Qualitative Inquiry & Research Design: 
Choosing Among Five Approaches. Fourth. Los Angeles: SAGE.

Degré, D. (2021). "Tribunal spécialisé en violence sexuelle: un projet de loi 
déposé cet automne." Radio-Canada, 19 août.

Draucker, C. B., Martsolf, D. S., Roller, C., Knapik, G., Ross, R., and Stidham, A. W. 
(2011). Healing from childhood sexual abuse: a theoretical model. J. Child 
Sex. Abus. 20, 435–466. doi: 10.1080/10538712.2011.588188

Draucker, C. B., Martsolf, D. S., Ross, R., Cook, C. B., Stidham, A. W., and 
Mweemba, P. (2009). The essence of healing from sexual violence: a qualitative 
metasynthesis. Res. Nurs. Health 32, 366–378. doi: 10.1002/nur.20333

Easton, S. D. (2012). Disclosure of child sexual abuse Among adult male 
survivors. Clin. Soc. Work. J. 41, 344–355. doi: 10.1007/s10615-012-0420-3

Easton, S. D., Leone-Sheehan, D. M., Sophis, E. J., and Willis, D. G. (2015). 
"From that moment on my life changed": turning points in the healing 
process for men recovering from child sexual abuse. J. Child Sex. Abus. 
24, 152–173. doi: 10.1080/10538712.2015.997413

Fasting, K., Brackenridge, C., and Walseth, K. (2002). Consequences of sexual 
harassment in sport for female athletes. J. Sex. Aggress. 8, 37–48. doi: 
10.1080/13552600208413338

Fasting, K., Brackenridge, C., and Walseth, K. (2007). Women Athletes' personal 
responses to sexual harassment in sport. J. Appl. Sport Psychol. 19, 419–433. 
doi: 10.1080/10413200701599165

Fasting, K., and Sand, T. S. (2015). Narratives of sexual harassment experiences in 
sport. Qualit. Res. Sport, Exer. Health 7, 573–588. doi: 10.1080/2159676x.2015.1008028

Fortin, M.-F., and Gagnon, J. (2015). Fondements et Étapes Du Processus De 
Recherche: Méthodes Quantitatives Et Qualitatives 3rd Edn. Montréal: 
Chenelière éducation.

Gaedicke, S., Schafer, A., Hoffmann, B., Ohlert, J., Allroggen, M., Hartmann-Tews, I., 
et al. (2021). Sexual violence and the coach-athlete relationship-a scoping 
review From sport sociological and sport psychological perspectives. Front. 
Sports Act Living 3:643707. doi: 10.3389/fspor.2021.643707

Gavrielides, T. (2012). Clergy child sexual abuse and the restorative justice 
dialogue. J. Church State 55, 617–639. doi: 10.1093/jcs/css041

Glaister, J. A. (2001). Healing: analysis of the concept. Int. J. Nurs. Pract. 7, 
63–68. doi: 10.1046/j.1440-172x.2001.00255.x

Government of Canada (2021). Restorative Justice. Available at: https://www.
justice.gc.ca/eng/cj-jp/rj-jr/index.html#:~:text=Restorative%20justice%20
refers%20to%20%E2%80%9Can (Accessed November 23, 2018).

Grossman, F. K., Sorsoli, L., and Kia-Keating, M. (2006). A gale force wind: 
meaning making by male survivors of childhood sexual abuse. Am. J. Orthop. 
76, 434–443. doi: 10.1037/0002-9432.76.4.434

Guba, E. G. (1981). Criteria for assessing the trustworthiness of naturalistic 
inquiries. ECTJ 29:777. doi: 10.1007/bf02766777.

Halvorsen, J. E., Solberg, E. T., and Stige, S. H. (2020). To say it out loud is 
to kill your own childhood. – An exploration of the first person perspective 
of barriers to disclosing child sexual abuse. Child Youth Serv. Rev. 113:4999. 
doi: 10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.104999

Hartill, M. (2014). Exploring narratives of boyhood sexual subjection in male-
sport. Sociol. Sport J. 31, 23–43. doi: 10.1123/ssj.2012-0216

Hartley, S., Johnco, C., Hofmeyr, M., and Berry, A. (2016). The nature of 
posttraumatic growth in adult survivors of child sexual abuse. J. Child Sex. 
Abus. 25, 201–220. doi: 10.1080/10538712.2015.1119773

Hébert, M., Cyr, M., and Tourigny, M. (2011). L'agression Sexuelle Envers Les Enfants. 
Collection Santé Et Société. Québec: Presses de l'Université du Québec.

69

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
https://doi.org/10.1080/15325020500193895
https://doi.org/10.1177/1524838017697312
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2020.1769241
https://doi.org/10.1080/10538712.2013.830669
https://doi.org/10.1123/jcsp.2018-0036
https://doi.org/10.1177/101269097032002001
https://doi.org/10.1191/0967550705ab016oa
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1007745627077
https://doi.org/10.1111/jpm.12048
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.03.010
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40479-020-00142-6
https://doi.org/10.1080/10538712.2011.588188
https://doi.org/10.1002/nur.20333
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10615-012-0420-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/10538712.2015.997413
https://doi.org/10.1080/13552600208413338
https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200701599165
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676x.2015.1008028
https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2021.643707
https://doi.org/10.1093/jcs/css041
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1440-172x.2001.00255.x
https://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/cj-jp/rj-jr/index.html#:~:text=Restorative%20justice%20refers%20to%20%E2%80%9Can
https://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/cj-jp/rj-jr/index.html#:~:text=Restorative%20justice%20refers%20to%20%E2%80%9Can
https://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/cj-jp/rj-jr/index.html#:~:text=Restorative%20justice%20refers%20to%20%E2%80%9Can
https://doi.org/10.1037/0002-9432.76.4.434
https://doi.org/10.1007/bf02766777.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.104999
https://doi.org/10.1123/ssj.2012-0216
https://doi.org/10.1080/10538712.2015.1119773


Gillard et al. Putting the Puzzle Back Together

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 12 March 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 856957

Jeong, S., and Cha, C. (2019). Healing from childhood sexual abuse: a meta-
synthesis of qualitative studies. J. Child Sex. Abus. 28, 383–399. doi: 
10.1080/10538712.2019.1574945

Johansson, S., and Lundqvist, C. (2017). Sexual harassment and abuse in 
coach–athlete relationships in Sweden. Eur. J. Sport Society 14, 117–137. 
doi: 10.1080/16138171.2017.1318106

Kalra, G., and Bhugra, D. (2013). Sexual violence against women: understanding 
cross-cultural intersections. Indian J. Psychiatry 55, 244–249. doi: 
10.4103/0019-5545.117139

Kerr, G., and Stirling, A. (2019). Where is safeguarding in sport psychology 
research and practice? J. Appl. Sport Psychol. 31, 367–384. doi: 
10.1080/10413200.2018.1559255

Kirby, S. L., and Greaves, L. (1997). Un jeu interdit: le harcèlement sexuel 
dans le sport. Recherches féministes 10, 5–33. doi: 10.7202/057909ar

Knapik, G. P., Martsolf, D. S., and Draucker, C. B. (2008). Being delivered: 
spirituality in survivors of sexual violence. Issues Ment. Health Nurs. 29, 
335–350. doi: 10.1080/01612840801904274

Koss, M. P. (2014). The Restore program of restorative justice for sex crimes: 
vision, process, and outcomes. J. Interpers. Violence 29, 1623–1660. doi: 
10.1177/0886260513511537.

Lahtinen, H. M., Laitila, A., Korkman, J., and Ellonen, N. (2018). Children's 
disclosures of sexual abuse in a population-based sample. Child Abuse Negl. 
76, 84–94. doi: 10.1016/j.chiabu.2017.10.011

Leahy, T., Pretty, G., and Tenenbaum, G. (2008). A contextualized investigation 
of traumatic correlates of childhood sexual abuse in Australian athletes. 
Inte. J. Sport Exer. Psychol. 6, 366–384. doi: 10.1080/1612197X.2008.9671880

Loh, J. (2013). Inquiry into issues of trustworthiness and quality in narrative 
studies: a perspective. Qual. Rep. 18, 1–15. doi: 10.46743/2160-3715/2013.1477

London, K., Bruck, M., Wright, D. B., and Ceci, S. J. (2008). Review of the 
contemporary literature on how children report sexual abuse to others: 
findings, methodological issues, and implications for forensic interviewers. 
Memory 16, 29–47. doi: 10.1080/09658210701725732

McElvaney, R. (2015). Disclosure of child sexual abuse: delays, non-disclosure 
and partial disclosure. What the research tells us and implications for practice. 
Child Abuse Rev. 24, 159–169. doi: 10.1002/car.2280

McElvaney, R., Greene, S., and Hogan, D. (2014). To tell or not to tell? Factors 
influencing young people's informal disclosures of child sexual abuse. J. 
Interpers. Violence 29, 928–947. doi: 10.1177/0886260513506281

McGlynn, C., Westmarland, N., and Godden, N. (2012). ‘I just wanted him 
to hear me’: sexual violence and the possibilities of restorative justice. J 
Law Soc 39, 213–240. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-6478.2012.00579.x

Moola, F., and Krahn, A. (2017). A dance with many secrets: The experience 
of emotional harm from the perspective of past professional female ballet 
dancers in Canada. J. Aggress. Maltreat. Trauma 27, 256–274. doi: 
10.1080/10926771.2017.1410747

Morrison, S. E., Bruce, C., and Wilson, S. (2018). Children's disclosure of sexual 
abuse: a systematic review of qualitative research exploring barriers and facilitators. 
J. Child Sex. Abus. 27, 176–194. doi: 10.1080/10538712.2018.1425943

Mountjoy, M. (2019). 'Only by speaking out can we  create lasting change': 
what can we  learn from the Dr Larry Nassar tragedy? Br. J. Sports Med. 
53, 57–60. doi: 10.1136/bjsports-2018-099403

Naylor, B. (2010). Effective justice for victims of sexual assault: taking Up the 
debate on alternative pathways. Univ. New South Wales Law J. 33, 662–684.

Owton, H., and Sparkes, A. C. (2017). Sexual abuse and the grooming process 
in sport: learning from Bella's story. Sport Educ. Soc. 22, 732–743. doi: 
10.1080/13573322.2015.1063484

Papathomas, A., and Lavallee, D. (2012). Narrative constructions of anorexia 
and abuse: an Athlete's search for meaning in trauma. J. Loss Trauma 17, 
293–318. doi: 10.1080/15325024.2011.616740

Parent, S. (2011). Disclosure of sexual abuse in sport organizations: A case 
study. J. Child Sex. Abus. 20, 322–337. doi: 10.1080/10538712.2011.573459

Parent, S., and Fortier, K. (2017). Prevalence of interpersonal violence against athletes 
in the sport context. Curr. Opin. Psychol. 16, 165–169. doi: 10.1016/j.copsyc.2017.05.012

Parent, S., Lavoie, F., Thibodeau, M. E., Hebert, M., and Blais, M. (2016). Sexual 
violence experienced in the sport context by a representative sample of Quebec 
adolescents. J. Interpers. Violence 31, 2666–2686. doi: 10.1177/0886260515580366

Parent, S., and Vaillancourt-Morel, M.-P. (2020). Magnitude and Risk Factors 
for Interpersonal Violence Experienced by Canadian Teenagers in the Sport 
Context (Accepted). J. Sport Social 45, 528–544. doi: 10.1177/0193723520973571

Public Health Agency of Canada (2018). Trauma and violence-informed approaches 
to policy and practice. Government of Canada, (Canada). Available at: https://
www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/publications/health-risks-safety/trauma-
violence-informed-approaches-policy-practice.html#s2 (Accessed November 23, 2018).

Randall, M., and Haskell, L. (2013). Trauma-informed approaches to law: why 
restorative justice must understand trauma and psychological coping. Dalhousie 
Law J. 36, 501–534.

Roberts, V., Sojo, V., and Grant, F. (2019). Organisational factors and non-
accidental violence in sport: A systematic review. Sport Manage. Rev. 23, 
8–27. doi: 10.1016/j.smr.2019.03.001

Schaeffer, P., Leventhal, J. M., and Asnes, A. G. (2011). Children's disclosures 
of sexual abuse: learning from direct inquiry. Child Abuse Negl. 35, 343–352. 
doi: 10.1016/j.chiabu.2011.01.014

Smith, B. (2010). Narrative inquiry: Ongoing conversations and questions for 
sport and exercise psychology research. International Review of Sport and 
Exercise Psychology 3, 87–107. doi: 10.1080/17509840903390937

Smith, B., and Sparkes, A. (2016). “Interviews: qualitative interviewing in the 
sport and exercise Sciences,” in Routledge Handbook of Qualitative Research 
in Sport and Exercise (England: Routledge), 103–123.

Stige, S. H., Halvorsen, J. E., and Solberg, E. T. (2020). Pathways to understanding - 
how adult survivors of child sexual abuse came to understand that they 
had been sexually abused. J. Child Sex. Abus. 29, 205–221. doi: 
10.1080/10538712.2019.1643432

Stirling, A. E., and Kerr, G. A. (2009). Abused athletes' perceptions of the coach-
athlete relationship. Sport Soc. 12, 227–239. doi: 10.1080/17430430802591019

Timpka, T., Janson, S., Jacobsson, J., Dahlstrom, O., Spreco, A., Kowalski, J., 
et al. (2019). Lifetime history of sexual and physical abuse among competitive 
athletics (track and field) athletes: cross sectional study of associations with 
sports and non-sports injury. Br. J. Sports Med. 53, 1412–1417. doi: 10.1136/
bjsports-2018-099335

Toftegaard Nielsen, J. (2010). “Intimate relations and sexual abuse in Danish 
sport,” in Elite Child Athlete Welfare: International Perspectives. eds. C. 
Brackenridge and D. Rhind (London: Brunel University Press), 93–100.

Ullman, S. E. (2014). Correlates of posttraumatic growth in adult sexual assault 
victims. Traumatology (Tallahass Fla) 20, 219–224. doi: 10.1037/h0099402

Vertommen, T., Kampen, J., Schipper-van Veldhoven, N., Wouters, K., Uzieblo, K., 
and Van Den Eede, F. (2017). Profiling perpetrators of interpersonal violence 
against children in sport based on a victim survey. Child Abuse Negl. 63, 
172–182. doi: 10.1016/j.chiabu.2016.11.029s

Vertommen, T., Schipper-van Veldhoven, N. H., Hartill, M. J., and Van Den 
Eede, F. (2013). Sexual harassment and abuse in sport: The NOC*NSF 
helpline. Int. Rev. Sociol. Sport 50, 822–839. doi: 10.1177/1012690213498079

Vertommen, T., Veldhoven, N. S.-V., Wouters, K., Kampen, J. K., 
Brackenridge, C. H., Rhind, D. J., et al. (2016). Interpersonal violence against 
children in sport in the Netherlands and Belgium. Child Abuse Negl. 51, 
223–236. doi: 10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.10.006

Woodward, C., and Joseph, S. (2003). Positive change processes and post-
traumatic growth in people who have experienced childhood abuse: 
understanding vehicles of change. Psychol. Psychother. Theory Res. Pract. 76, 
267–283. doi: 10.1348/147608303322362497

World Health Organization (1999). Report of the Consultation on Child Abuse 
Prevention, 29–31 March 1999, WHO, Geneva. Geneva: World Health Organization.

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in 
the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be  construed 
as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the 
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, 
or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may 
be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is 
not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2022 Gillard, St-Pierre, Radziszewski and Parent. This is an open-access 
article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License 
(CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided 
the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original 
publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. 
No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

70

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
https://doi.org/10.1080/10538712.2019.1574945
https://doi.org/10.1080/16138171.2017.1318106
https://doi.org/10.4103/0019-5545.117139
https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2018.1559255
https://doi.org/10.7202/057909ar
https://doi.org/10.1080/01612840801904274
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260513511537.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2017.10.011
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2008.9671880
https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2013.1477
https://doi.org/10.1080/09658210701725732
https://doi.org/10.1002/car.2280
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260513506281
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6478.2012.00579.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/10926771.2017.1410747
https://doi.org/10.1080/10538712.2018.1425943
https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2018-099403
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2015.1063484
https://doi.org/10.1080/15325024.2011.616740
https://doi.org/10.1080/10538712.2011.573459
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2017.05.012
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260515580366
https://doi.org/10.1177/0193723520973571
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/publications/health-risks-safety/trauma-violence-informed-approaches-policy-practice.html#s2
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/publications/health-risks-safety/trauma-violence-informed-approaches-policy-practice.html#s2
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/publications/health-risks-safety/trauma-violence-informed-approaches-policy-practice.html#s2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2019.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2011.01.014
https://doi.org/10.1080/17509840903390937
https://doi.org/10.1080/10538712.2019.1643432
https://doi.org/10.1080/17430430802591019
https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2018-099335
https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2018-099335
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0099402
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2016.11.029s
https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690213498079
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.10.006
https://doi.org/10.1348/147608303322362497
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 30 March 2022

doi: 10.3389/fspor.2022.840221

Frontiers in Sports and Active Living | www.frontiersin.org 1 March 2022 | Volume 4 | Article 840221

Edited by:

Tracy Taylor,

Victoria University, Australia

Reviewed by:

Keith D. Parry,

Bournemouth University,

United Kingdom

Michelle Anne O’Shea,

Western Sydney University, Australia

*Correspondence:

Erin Willson

erin.willson@mail.utoronto.ca

Specialty section:

This article was submitted to

Sports Management, Marketing and

Business,

a section of the journal

Frontiers in Sports and Active Living

Received: 20 December 2021

Accepted: 04 March 2022

Published: 30 March 2022

Citation:

Willson E, Kerr G, Battaglia A and

Stirling A (2022) Listening to Athletes’

Voices: National Team Athletes’

Perspectives on Advancing Safe Sport

in Canada.

Front. Sports Act. Living 4:840221.

doi: 10.3389/fspor.2022.840221

Listening to Athletes’ Voices:
National Team Athletes’ Perspectives
on Advancing Safe Sport in Canada

Erin Willson*, Gretchen Kerr, Anthony Battaglia and Ashley Stirling

Safe Sport Lab, Faculty of Kinesiology & Physical Education, University of Toronto, Toronto, ON, Canada

With increased media scrutiny, public awareness, and research on the prevalence of

maltreatment experiences in sport, sport organizations have faced increased pressures

to combat unsafe practices in sport. A consequence has been the emergence of

the Safe Sport movement whereby organizations including the International Olympic

Committee, Safe Sport International, US Center for SafeSport, Sport Canada, and

others, have developed policies, initiatives, and education intended to create safer sport

environments for all participants. Most of these policies have been implemented using

a top-down approach, driven by government officials and sport leaders. However, if

safe sport initiatives are to benefit athletes, consideration and incorporation of athletes’

perspectives in the development and implementation of initiatives are imperative. The

purpose of this study, therefore, was to examine athletes’ perspectives on the challenges

and recommendations to advancing safe sport. As part of a large-scale survey of

current and retired Canadian National Team Athletes’ experiences of maltreatment,

open-ended questions were asked about athletes’ recommendations and considerations

for safe sport. Responses to these questions (n = 386) were analyzed using thematic

analysis. According to the participants, barriers and challenges to safe sport included

emphasizing performance excellence at-all-costs, normalization and complicity of harm,

lack of attention to equity, diversity and inclusion, a culture of fear and silence, and a

lack of trust in organizations to handle cases of harm. In an effort to advance safe

sport, participants recommended prioritizing holistic athlete development, improving

and strengthening accountability measures, implementing an independent 3rd party for

disclosure, reporting and support, increased attention to equity, diversity and inclusion,

stakeholder education, prohibition of sexual relations between athletes and those in

positions of power and authority, and adoption of a broader perspective of harms and

perpetrators. Findings are interpreted and critiqued in light of previous literature and

recommendations for future research and practice are suggested.

Keywords: maltreatment, abuse, bullying, hazing, education, athlete, sport

INTRODUCTION

Prominent media reports indicate that maltreatment occurs in amateur and professional sports
worldwide, as illustrated by Larry Nassar’s conviction of sexually assaulting hundreds of
United States gymnasts (Murphy, 2018) and NHL player, Kyle Beach, reporting sexual assault by a
former hockey coach (Dotson and Sterling, 2021). The World Health Organization (2020) defines
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maltreatment as ill-treatment that “results in actual or potential
harm to [an individual’s] health, survival, development or dignity
in the context of a relationship of responsibility, trust or power”
and can include neglect, physical, psychological, and/or sexual
harm. Neglect is characterized by an omission of care (e.g.,
withholding food or nutrition, training with injuries) (Stirling,
2009). Physical harm can be contact or non-contact, such as being
hit, punched, slapped, or forced to hold a position for a longer
than necessary period (e.g., splits for gymnasts) (Stirling, 2009).
Psychological harm has been defined as patterns of belittling,
denigrating, scapegoating, threatening, scaring, discriminating,
ridiculing or other non-physical forms of hostile or rejecting
treatment (Biggeli et al., 2001), all of which are viewed as
threats to normal development (Garbarino, 1978). Sexual harm
incorporates touching and non-touching sexual interactions
(Ryan and Lane, 1997). Prevalence studies conducted in Canada
(Parent and Vaillancourt-Morel, 2021; Willson et al., 2021), the
United States (U. S. Center for Safe Sport, 2020), Belgium and the
Netherlands (Vertommen et al., 2016; Ohlert et al., 2021), and a
global study by World Players Association (2021) have provided
insight into the rates of various forms of maltreatment in sport.
Overall, these studies indicated that psychological abuse is most
frequently reported by athletes, with 38–72% of athletes reporting
at least one experience, followed by sexual abuse (9–30% of
athletes) and physical abuse (11–21% of athletes) (Vertommen
et al., 2016; U. S. Center for Safe Sport, 2020; Ohlert et al., 2021;
Parent and Vaillancourt-Morel, 2021; Willson et al., 2021; World
Players Association, 2021). The variance of prevalence rates
may be a result of several factors, including different measures,
inconsistency in terminology used to define harm, and the
characteristics of the samples examined (e.g., level of sport, age of
participants) (Vertommen and Parent, 2020; Lang et al., 2021).

With increased awareness of maltreatment experiences in
sport, sport organizations have faced increased pressures to
combat unsafe practices. A consequence has been the emergence
of the Safe Sport movement whereby organizations, including
the International Olympic Committee (2020), Safe Sport
International1, U. S. Center for Safe Sport (2020), and Sport
Canada2 have developed initiatives intended to create safer sport
environments for all participants. Specifically, in Canada, the
country of interest in the current study, numerous safe sport
initiatives have been implemented in the wake of media reports
of athlete maltreatment, prevalence studies, and the government’s
commitment, specifically from the former Minister of Sport,
Kirsty Duncan (Canadian Heritage, 2019). These initiatives
included a formal declaration to address maltreatment (the
RedDeer Declaration) (Canadian Intergovernmental Conference
Secretariat, 2019), implementation of a Canadian sport helpline
for reporting maltreatment experiences in sport3, a baseline
prevalence study of all forms of harm (Willson et al., 2021), the

1Available online at: https://www.safesportinternational.com (cited December

12, 2021).
2The Sport Information Resource Centre. Safe Sport. Available online at: https://

sirc.ca/safesport/ (cited December 12, 2021).
3The Sport Information Resource Centre. Universal Code of Conduct to Prevent

and Address Maltreatment in Sport. Available online at: https://sirc.ca/wp-content/

uploads/2020/01/UCCMS-v5.1-FINAL-Eng.pdf (cited December 12, 2021).

creation of a Universal Code of Conduct to Prevent and Address
Maltreatment (see text footnote 3), an educational training
module for all sport stakeholders (Coaching Association of
Canada, 2021) and implementation of an Independent Safe Sport
mechanism (Sport Dispute Resolution Centre of Canada, n.d.).4

Despite these advancements, Canadian athletes have reported
dissatisfaction with the current safe sport landscape. For instance,
in 2021, members of the Canadian NationalWomen’s rugby team
claimed they had been let down by their sport organization’s
processes for handling maltreatment; specifically, “the process
failed to protect [their team] and did not acknowledge the
abuse and harassment we believe we suffered” (Davidson, 2021).
Following the team’s disappointment in the response from their
sport organization, the rugby athletes used social media to garner
attention using the hashtag “This Is Why Now” and a unified
post describing their experiences. Bianca Farella, a rugby athlete
who posted a statement using the hashtag, described the intent of
the collective post as: “we’ve put out our statements, we’ve made
our voices heard, and [it is now] out in the open” (Blum, 2021).
Three-time Olympian Jennifer Heil shared her concerns about
the current sport landscape: “the government knowingly allows
the status quo to continue, which is policies without protection”
(Karastens-Smith, 2021).

Many researchers in the Safe Sport field have generated
research using athletes’ voices to ensure engagement of those who
experienced violence. Recently, the VOICE project comprised
interviews with current and former European athletes with the
intent of “listening to the voices of those who have been affected
by sexual violence in sport” (Voice, 200). This project is based
on the principle that “policy and initiatives generated from the
accounts of those who have experienced sexual violence in sports
settings will be highly valued, and therefore, most effective in
‘reaching’ the sports community” (Voice, 200). Leaders of the
VOICE project acknowledged that sport organizations do not
always prioritize the rights and needs of athletes over their
own reputations and believed their approach of integrating
the athletes’ voice was, therefore, unique and could produce
meaningful change within the sport system (Brackenridge, 2002;
Hartill et al., 2019).

The VOICES project aligns with a survivor-centered approach
to violence, which has been defined by the United Nations
(UN Women, 2013; GBV AoR, 2019) as “an approach that
seeks to empower a survivor by prioritizing [their] rights,
needs and wishes.” Kulkarni observed that one of the key
components of a survivor-informed approach is the need for
power-sharing between survivors and decision makers and that
survivors should have a voice in all aspects of planning, delivery,
and evaluation of services (Kulkarni, 2019). Survivor-defined
practices should emphasize survivors’ choices and autonomy,
partnerships, sensitivity to the needs of individuals, provision of
coping strategies, and opportunities for survivors to lead in the
decision-making processes and voice their concerns (Goodman
et al., 2016; Kulkarni, 2019). Kulkami highlighted that decision

4Sport Dispute Resolution Centre of Canada. Investigation Unit. Available online

at: https://abuse-free-sport.ca/investigation-unit-overview/ (cited December

12, 2021).
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makers need to be reflexive of their own positions of power and
privilege to avoid sustaining cycles of harm (Kulkarni, 2019).
As suggested by Goodman et al. (2016), incorporating survivors’
wants and needs into decision making and support resources
can improve the empowerment of the survivors and their safety.
Informed by research outside of sport, we suggest that a survivor-
centered approach that embraces athletes’ perspectives on safe
sport initiatives could empower athletes and better ensure their
needs regarding safety are met.

Despite the importance of genuine engagement with athletes
when exploring maltreatment, including “the appropriate
acknowledgment of lived experiences and the fostering of
learning within sport organizations based on their testimony
and expertise” (Hartill et al., 2019, p. 4), most of the safe
sport initiatives in Canada have been implemented from a
top-down approach, driven by government officials and sport
leaders2 (Canadian Heritage, 2019; Canadian Intergovernmental
Conference Secretariat, 2019). We propose that athletes’ voices
and perspectives must be elicited and incorporated in the
development and implementation of safe sport initiatives if
athlete welfare is to be advanced.

PURPOSE

The purpose of this study, therefore, was to elicit athletes’
perspectives of the challenges and recommendations to
advancing safe sport.

METHODS

This study was conducted as a component of a larger research
project exploring the maltreatment experiences of Canadian
National Team athletes, including para and non-para-athletes.
Collectively, 997 participants completed a comprehensive survey
including closed, quantitative questions as well as two open-
ended questions. The quantitative data on the prevalence, forms,
and perpetrators of maltreatment have been published previously
(Willson et al., 2021). The current study focused exclusively on
the qualitative data retrieved from the open-ended questions of
the survey pertaining to the challenges and recommendations
for safe sport (see Participant and Data Collection Sections
for detail).

Research Paradigm
Given the focus of the current study was on exploring the
data pertaining to athletes’ perspectives on the challenges and
recommendations to advancing safe sport, a social constructivist
paradigmatic position was adopted.Within a social constructivist
paradigm, emphasis is on unearthing the complexities of
participants’ subjective responses as well as the critical role
of the researcher (Sparkes and Smith, 2014). Ontologically, a
constructivist paradigm adopts a relativist perspective, which
recognizes there are numerous views of reality that differ between
participants (Sparkes and Smith, 2014). Epistemologically, a
constructivist approach embraces subjectivist/transactional view,
with the researcher and the participants actively involved in
the co-construction of knowledge (Sparkes and Smith, 2014).

A social constructivist paradigmatic position was appropriate
for this study becuase athletes were invited to share their views
regarding challenges and recommendations for advancing Safe
Sport and we acknowledged our role as researchers in the
interpretation of the data.

Participants
While 997 athletes completed the survey, 265 participants
(28%) responded to the open-ended questions. Participants who
completed these questions were current and retired athletes, with
retired athletes being defined as those who left sport in the last
10 years. Of the 265 respondents to the open-ended questions,
56.2% (n = 149) were current athletes and 43.8% (n = 116) were
retired athletes. Thirty-two percent (31.7%; n = 84) identified
as men, 67.5% (n = 179) identified as women and one (n =

1) participant identified as neither man or woman. The mean
age was 31.7 years. Athletes with a disability constituted 10.2%
(n = 27) of participants; racialized athletes constituted 10.9%
(n = 29) of participants; 9% (n = 24) of participants identified
as LGBTQ2I+; and one athlete identified as Indigenous. In
the Canadian context, the label “Indigenous” is understood as
Canadian First Nations, Inuit and Métis.

Recruitment
Following ethical approval from the University Research Ethics
Board, athletes were contacted through the AthletesCAN email
listserv and social media posts (Facebook, Instagram, Twitter).
AthletesCAN is the association for Canadian National Team
Athletes, who partnered with the authors to refine and distribute
the survey. Recruitment communication included a link to
participation, a letter of information and consent with inclusion
criteria, and links to the survey in French and English. The online
survey was anonymous and completed surveys were routed
directly to the research team. The survey was available online for
30 days, and two reminder emails were sent during this time.
Compensation was not provided for participation. Due to the
sensitive nature of this study, participation was voluntary, and
participants were informed they could skip any questions they
did not feel comfortable answering. The participating athletes
were assured in the letter of information and consent that their
answers were confidential and only aggregate and anonymized
data would be presented.

Data Collection
An anonymous, online survey was created for this research
project (see Willson et al., 2021). The survey consisted
of 121 questions that assessed several topics of interest,
including identity characteristics (age, race, sport, gender, sexual
orientation, Indigeneity, and para-status), athlete satisfaction,
wellbeing, experiences of various forms of maltreatment, and
experiences with disclosure and reporting. Concluding this
survey were two open-ended questions asking about athletes’
recommendations and considerations for safe sport; specifically,
these questions included: (1) Is there anything else you would
like to add that has not already been discussed? and; (2) Based
on your experiences, do you have any recommendations to
advance Safe Sport? Data retrieved from responses to these two
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questions were the focus of the current study. These questions
provided an opportunity for athletes to elaborate on their
perspectives and to express their recommendations for advancing
safe sport.

Data Analysis
The responses in French were translated to English by a bilingual
graduate student and analyzed by the English-speaking research
team. Due to the common overlap of responses between the
two questions, for example, a respondent answering “The NSO
[National Sport Organization] has ultimate power” for Question
1 and “a third party is needed for athletes to feel safe so
they do not need to report to an NSO”, all the responses
to both questions were combined for the analysis. In total,
from the 275 participants who answered at least one of the
two open-ended questions, there were 386 responses used
in the analysis. The responses to the open-ended questions
were analyzed using an inductive thematic analysis (Braun
and Clarke, 2006; Braun et al., 2016), thus allowing categories
and themes to be interpreted from the participants’ responses,
rather than being assigned into predetermined categories and
driven by existing literature (Braun et al., 2016). Data retrieved
through open-ended survey responses were then organized
and interpreted into meaning units and overarching themes
pertaining to challenges and recommendations to advancing safe
sport (Braun et al., 2016).

Qualitative Rigor
A relativist approach was adopted to ensure the quality of the
research, which views criteria for rigor as a list of characterizing
traits that vary depending on the context and purposes of
the research (Sparkes and Smith, 2014; Smith and McGannon,
2018). The specific criteria that were used to assess rigor include
significance of the research contribution (e.g., timing with rise
in Safe Sport initiatives and novelty of the findings); credibility
of data (rich and thick descriptions); ethical considerations (e.g.,
anonymity, providing participants with mental health resources,
transparency in reporting their data); meaningful coherence
(e.g., meaningful connections throughout the research questions,
findings, and interpretations) and; naturalistic generalizability
(i.e., the extent to which the research resonates with the readers’
experiences) (Smith and McGannon, 2018). Considering the
depth of information presented regarding athletes’ views of
the challenges and recommendations to advancing Safe Sport
throughout the results, it is speculated that the responses
may also resonate with other athletes and sport stakeholders
more broadly.

Ethical Concerns
In recognition of the sensitive nature of this topic, the ways in
which various ethical concerns were addressed will be described.
The letter of information detailed ethical considerations, the
survey was anonymous, and participants were assigned a number
for the dissemination of results. Any identifying information
(sport, specific names of coaches or sport administrators, name
of sport organizations) was removed. Following the completion
of the survey, participants were provided a link to local mental

health services and an option to contact AthletesCAN if more
assistance was needed. The anonymity of the survey meant that
the researchers could not enact a legal duty to report should
a criminal act be revealed in the athletes’ responses; this was
identified in the letter of information.

RESULTS

The purpose of this study was to examine athletes’ perspectives
on the challenges associated with as well as recommendations
for advancing safe sport. The athletes highlighted numerous
challenges that reportedly hindered safe sport experiences, which
included: normalization of harm and complicity; performance
excellence at all costs; culture of fear and silence; and a lack of
attention to equity, diversity and inclusion. Consistent with these
challenges, athletes provided recommendations for advancing
safe sport, such as prioritizing holistic athlete development,
education for all stakeholders, prohibition of sexual relations and
forced intimacy, and mandating independent complaint process
and ensuring accountability. Each of these themes are described
in the following section.

Challenges for Advancing Safe Sport
Normalization of Harm and Complicity—“Horrible

Conditions and Abuse Were Glorified”
Athletes expressed concerns about the acceptance or
normalization of specific harmful behaviors in sport and
suggested that key sport stakeholders knew of inappropriate
or harmful practices but failed to act on their responsibilities
to protect or ensure the welfare of athletes. A65 indicated that
certain practices are not only normalized and harmful but viewed
as necessary for performance outcomes, “The high-performance
director thinks that the tougher the coach is the better we will
become so horrible conditions and abuse were not just tolerated
but in fact, glorified.” A172 commented:

There is still a culture of excusing inappropriate coach behavior by

labeling them as “passionate.” Former and current coaches known

to be physically and psychologically abusive toward children

are being honored in our sports hall of fame. . . Parents are

brainwashed into thinking that only the toughest coaches will turn

their children into champions and support them blindly. . . they

turn a blind eye to the unsafe training conditions of their

own children.

According to the athletes, common normalized behaviors
were psychologically and sexually harmful practices and body
shaming. A185 stated:

With my coach, boys especially get harassed, humiliated,

threatened, bullied on a regular basis. I am routinely told I am

obese, fucking useless, I have no talent, my [skill] is dog shit, I eat

wrong, we walk too loud—I could go on forever. Every day during

team activity, I am told I can be replaced, I will be sent home,

I am off the team if I don’t “x”, there is a plane ticket waiting for

me. . . I am not allowed to eat much, because I am constantly being

told I am fat—I was hungry all the time while traveling this past
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season—my food was controlled so that I would lose weight. I get

treated like this and I am the top male athlete on the team.

For some athletes, the acceptance and normalization of certain
experiences was so engrained in their sport culture that it
prevented them from labeling experiences as maltreatment. For
example, A51 commented, “My current coach is amazing—no
one is perfect, but with one exception—[being ignored] after poor
results, which I think is just because he cares too much and isn’t
always tactful in his feedback.”

Performance Excellence At-All-Costs—“No Medal

Will Ever Justify How I Was Treated”
Athletes referred to an emphasis on performance excellence
throughout their sport participation; specifically, that their
ability to win and consistently perform at a high level took
precedence over their holistic development, thus limiting safe
sport experiences. A172 explained, “Up and coming athletes are
treated like pawns to the glory of the coach and high-performance
director and are neglected, shamed, and damaged when the
coach and NSO discover they are not perfect.” The emphasis
on achieving performance excellence was also acknowledged in
relation to funding implications:

I watched an entire generation of athletes between ages 16–27

be purged and kicked off the team since they were not “needed”

and there was “no value” in development based on the funding

model. A258

Athletes reported feeling they were worthless to the organization
once they retired because they were no longer contributing
to performance success. A83 stated, “Anxiety, depression,
and PTSD [Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder] occur years after
retirement due to improper retirement protocols and NSOs
not giving a shit about you after you retire. . . they build
you up. . . then when you don’t make the top three, they
forget your name.” Similarly, another athlete who also felt
ignored after retirement recognized that tolerating abuse was
the only way to succeed in their sport, and they added “. . .
no medal justifies how we were treated. I will never get over
it” (A258).

Athletes also recognized that harmful coach behaviors were
tolerated in the pursuit of performance excellence. A258
described the attainment of performance goals serving as a
protective mechanism against perpetrators of harm, “As long as
people were achieving results, the coaches and high-performance
directors could act with absolute immunity.” Another athlete
(A50) echoed this sentiment: “Our team was successful, so
they kept him on board despite the abuse.” Informed by
the importance of satisfying performance expectations, athletes
also described situations where they felt pressure to perform
while injured. For example, A26 stated, “I felt pressure to
compete when injured and fatigued. While it was never
overtly expressed, the communication from my then high-
performance director made it feel as though not competing
wasn’t a consideration.“

Culture of Fear and Silence—“I Am Fearful That After

I Speak Out, I Will Be Punished”
A common sentiment expressed by the athletes was a reluctance
to disclose or report accounts of unsafe sport experiences;
specifically, athletes referenced a sport culture characterized by
a fear of repercussions. A70 expressed a desire to speak up about
their experiences but acknowledged the potential costs: “I should
have done more, not just for myself but my fellow athletes but the
fear of being blacklisted, kicked off a team, or losing funding kept
me silent when I witnessed cases of bullying and harassment.”
Further, A164 stated:

Knowing we can be replaced, and our careers are on the line,

you are regularly forced to ignore issues or maltreatment out of

fear. I have witnessed blackmail, intimidation, favoritism, and

experienced verbal and mental abuse. We are silenced if we ask

questions. I am fearful that after I speak out, I will be punished.

For some athletes, the repercussions for addressing safe sport
issues were highlighted as A39 explained, “I did not retire; I was
barred from competing for speaking out against my coach/NSO
and kicked off the team. If I kept my mouth shut and tolerated
abuse and discrimination, I would still be on the team.”

The athletes also identified procedural obstacles that further
served to foster fear and silence their voices on matters of safe
sport. A38 commented, “I did not make a formal complaint
because the process was lengthy, and I was afraid of repercussions
and mentally it would be difficult to deal with and continue
training.” Likewise, A35 commented:

While NSOs have policies in place, for issues (neglect, favoritism,

not following through on promises, etc.) that have no place in

sport. . . there is nowhere to go—the athlete is trapped with no

recourse. If you say anything to the coaches or admin, you are

a troublemaker. If you even tried to go to the Board, they are all

friends of the staff so they will deny your case.

Similarly, athletes have noted the imbalance of power that is
created by an environment that is supportive of abusive coaching.
A172 summarized:

Our sport is organized into clubs run by volunteer board of

directors. Abusive coaches stack the board with the parents they

want, then the club boards misdirect child services and pressure

witnesses/bury abuse complaints under the rug. They also turn a

blind eye to the unsafe training conditions of their own children.

The lack of trust athletes had in their sport organizations
was a prominent theme for athletes, which they attributed to
fostering negative experiences. Athletes described situations in
which complaints were reported but little action was taken
by Provincial Sport Organizations (PSO) or NSOs to address
unsafe sport. A183 claimed, “When I reported an instance of
sexual bullying and verbal harassment toward a teammate to the
administration, I received zero support. No repercussions to the
individuals were handed out and the behavior continued toward
that teammate.” Referring to a harmful coach, A108 explained,
“They recommended firing the coach. Over five players have left
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our program due tomental health issues in direct correlationwith
the head coach. Our teamwas successful, so they kept him despite
the abuse.” Similarly, A10 commented:

As a senior athlete sitting on a PSO board, I was contacted by a

U23 female athlete who had been sexually assaulted by her coach

at a national team event. I went to the police station with the

athlete to file an official complaint. I also reported the incident

to the PSO. A few other athletes came forward with similar sexual

misconduct complaints by that same coach. The police never did

anything. . . the PSO swept the problem under the rug. To this day,

that coach is still out there, coaching young female athletes.

Lack of Attention to Equity, Diversity, and

Inclusion—“When Bringing up Diversity and

Inclusion, I Was Met With Homophobic Remarks”
According to athletes, an impediment to safe sport has been
the lack of attention of sport organizations and its stakeholders
regarding equity, diversity, and inclusion and the needs and
rights of vulnerable groups. A172 commented, “Clubs turn a
blind eye and excuse bullying of young LGBT [athletes] by their
peers as ’kids being kids.”’ Likewise, A25 reflected:

In meetings with our NSOs High Performance Director and

relevant administrators, they were not receptive to making

changes that would promote a safer sport environment such

as. . . releasing a statement in support of diversity and inclusion. In

particular, when bringing up the topic of diversity and inclusion,

I was met with homophobic remarks. There was a perception that

such things were not the responsibility of the NSO.

The inability to acknowledge how sport experiences may
differ for such groups as female athletes, racialized athletes,
and parasport athletes, was also mentioned as hindering safe
sport for all. Referencing disparities in gender equity, A65
commented, “Our team has been neglected by our high-
performance director for over a decade. There is not enough
adequate support to help women in sport right now—we let a
lot of things slide that absolutely should not.” A10 noted the
casual racial discrimination that can occur in sport “Awareness
of race and the jokes/harassment/treatment that can be made
at the expense of someone who is a visible minority within
a sport.” Likewise, addressing prevalent issues in parasport,
A73 stated:

The parasport community has to do a better job of tackling

internalized ableism. So much in that community is about

training as hard as able-bodied athletes, certain disabilities

are routinely mocked, anyone whose disability contributes to

inconsistent performance (fatigue/pain-based) is told that it’s

their fault and they need to get stronger mentally. A lot of

my injuries were the result of training in a way that was not

recommended for someone with my disability. Because it’s a

small community, toxic people who don’t want their spot on the

national team threatened can have a huge impact on bullying

up-and-coming athletes.

Recommendations for Advancing Safe

Sport
Prioritization of Holistic Athlete Development—“We

Need to Value Athletes as People First, Not Solely on

Their Ability to Get Medals”
Athletes suggested that advancing safe sport requires a shift away
from a singular focus on performance success at-all-costs and
toward holistic athlete wellbeing. A166 commented, “The power
in sport needs to be shifted back to the athletes. Athletes need
to be seen as having value and not to be seen as a commodity
that is easily replaced.” Likewise, A72 commented, “Sport culture
needs to change to value the holistic development of athletes
(mental, physical, emotional, and spiritual). That comes with
placing less emphasis on winning and providing evidence-based
education to increase literacy surrounding the wellbeing of
athletes.” Associated with such values, athletes also expressed
desires to be treated and viewed as more than just an athlete.
A75 stated:

We need to value athletes as people first, not solely on their

ability to get medals. To do this isn’t to say winning doesn’t

matter, but it’s to respect a fair and transparent selection process

for everything at all times. This gives athletes agency, which can

in turn lead to them feeling better about their sport journey

regardless if they achieved their goals or not.

In order to foster positive athlete development, athletes
suggested that current funding practices require reconsideration.
A333 explained:

To truly advance safe sport Canada needs to take a long hard

strategic look at how they are funding athletes as well. As long

as the pressure and bottom line of money for medals exists,

challenges around safety in sport will remain because the pressure

to perform and the impacts of other people on athletes to perform

will continue.

Education for All Stakeholders–“I Didn’t Know the

Way I Was Treated Was Inappropriate”
The athletes made recommendations for further education for
coaches, athletes, sport administrators and high-performance
directors. A332 suggested, “To educate administrators and high-
performance officers so they are aware of the implicit cues
athletes receive that make athletes feel pressured not to report
things and keep quiet about unfair practices (fear of losing
funding, support, team selections etc.)” A86 suggested, “If
everyone can be aware of grooming and understand what abuse
looks like, more people may step in and recognize or save an
athlete from being abused.” Education pertaining to power-
dynamics was highlighted as a specific area of importance:

One of the biggest tools we have is understanding power

dynamics. I noticed a lot of athletes drawn to the attention of the

coach and the coaches being excited to have so much power and

influence. I had teammates competing for coaches’ attention and

it made a very unhealthy dynamic. A303
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Prioritizing athlete education and training was also identified as
a way in which to advance safe sport. A37 commented, “Athletes
need to be educated to know their rights. . . I didn’t realize that
the way I was being treated was inappropriate.” With regards to
improving knowledge of reporting and support services, A199
stated, “Athletes should be made aware of reporting procedures
for all sports and the national federation should mandate this
knowledge be part of national team induction events.”

The athletes highlighted the importance of setting educational
qualification requirements for adult leaders who interact with
athletes, most notably coaches. A72 argued:

More stringent requirements in becoming a coach. . . Too often

coaches earn their positions from having been athletes themselves

– that is absolutely no reason to think they are qualified to

work with national team athletes. These requirements would

also include evidence based educational intervention to not only

inform coaches about all forms of abuse and mental health, but

also their role in facilitating a sport environment that promotes

help-seeking and minimizes the risk of such issues from arising...

In areas where coaches are identified as being deficient, they

should be offered additional support to enhance competencies.

Athletes also referenced the need for education to extend beyond
a predominant focus on sexual harm to include other forms of
harm. Athletes discussed specific examples of harm that are not
often recognized such as: “[my sport] is a toxic environment
of harassment, disrespect and utter discrimination”—A30; “My
coaches were mentally abusive, and it’s gone unnoticed”—A99;
and “Harassment and bullying are very serious issues”—A186.
Similarly, A331 stated:

There needs to be an EXPLICIT understanding of what abuse

is—in its physical AND emotional AND mental realm. . .Coaches

need to know when they belittle an athlete it’s abuse; when they

withhold things necessary in an athlete’s life, it’s abuse; when a

technician is in control of equipment and is sleeping with some

of the athletes it’s abuse; when coaches are sleeping with athletes

it’s abuse of the athlete and all the others who have a right to

be equally coached by that coach...You NEED to shine a light

in the darkest of places by giving the behaviors a name: when a

coach or anyone else who has power over you pressures you to do

something you don’t want to do.

Although many athletes referred to maltreatment perpetuated
by coaches, they also emphasized the importance of attending
to harm that arises between peers. A71 stated, “In addition to
harassment and abuse from coaches we also need to shine a
spotlight on abuse from teammates.” A160 suggested coaches
learn how to prevent and intervene in cases of peer maltreatment:

Coaches should be required to go through training to help them

navigate harassment and abuse issues between teammembers. My

coach always put his head in the sand and said, ”that’s not my

job.” I know there is a focus on dealing with harassment and abuse

perpetrated by coaches, but I think that issues between peers also

have to be seriously addressed.

According to the athletes, advancing safe sport requires greater
education with respect to needs and rights of equity-deserving
groups. For example, A264 commented on the importance of
coaches understanding how to work with female athletes in a safe
manner, “Coaches of teenage girls need to be trained in how to
work and communicate with females specifically.” Further, the
importance of understanding the unique needs of able-bodied
vs. non-able-bodied athletes and the impacts for their safe sport
experiences was also mentioned. A72 stated:

It is important for research to be conducted into parasport

specifically to assess the safe sport environment. I believe the

types of violence and abuse are at a different level and people

with disabilities are marginalized even more, so coming forward

will likely be more challenging. Give proper attention to specific

marginalized groups via further research and measures. Measures

put in place cannot be a one size fits all. Addressing issues of able-

bodied athletes vs. disabled athletes can be very unique, service

providers need adequate training, and the athletes need to feel like

the protocol and service is tailored to them in order to be effective.

Prohibition of Sexual Relations and Forced

Intimacy—“Zero-Tolerance of Coach-Athlete Sexual

Relationships”
When addressing forms of harm in sport, athletes specifically
recommended prohibiting sexual relationships and forced
intimacy between athletes and persons in positions of power
and/or authority in sport. A89 stated, “Zero tolerance of
coach-athlete sexual relationships. The power imbalance is too
great to allow for consent.” Similarly, A284 argued, “Make
it against the rules for people within the national team staff
(e.g., coach and physiotherapist) to be involved in a romantic
relationship.” The importance of addressing such concerns
is apparent when considering the consequences athletes may
endure when demonstrating an unwillingness to engage in
inappropriate relations. A43 commented:

I experienced discrimination and was treated negatively while

working with a male coach that enjoyed flirtation with female

athletes. I maintained a clear coach-athlete relationship. . . I

suffered a lack of feedback and attention because I didn’t engage

in flirtation with the coach.

Mandating Independent Complaint Processes and

Ensuring Accountability—“if You let Them Run Their

Own Investigations, You Let Them Cover Up Their

Mistakes So They Don’t Get in Trouble”
A widespread recommendation suggested by the athletes was
the implementation of a third party, neutral, independent
body where athletes can go when they feel they have faced
maltreatment. Athletes referred to this independent body as
being completely disconnected from their NSOs; a place where
they can go to disclose an experience and receive support even if
they choose not to submit a formal complaint as well as a place
to submit a formal report and receive support throughout the
investigative and adjudication processes. A121 stated, “If we are
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ever to truly have safe sport, an authoritative, confidential, and
independent body must be put in place.”

According to the athletes, the independent body would
specifically help to limit fears of repercussions, conduct regular
audits to ensure actions and efforts toward athlete welfare,
and diminish the likelihood of sport organizations and their
stakeholders engaging in biased review processes. A270 stated,
“I would never feel comfortable going to my National Sport
Organization if I were harassed and would 100% need an
individual body to report the harassment too. I would be far
too scared.” Referring to annual audits, A276 described, “. . . an
independent body that handles investigations and a requirement
for National Sport Federations to be regularly audited by an
independent body on their efforts and actions to change the
culture of athlete welfare (policy, climate surveys, self-evaluations
of sport, etc.).” Further, A58 explained:

A third party that the athletes can go to when they feel they

have faced abuse, discrimination, harassment. This independent

body is funded by Sport Canada and operates independently of

NSOs. . . they file and review cases. Don’t let the NSO tell you

everything is fine or trust they will do the right thing. Telling

NSOs about a concern means putting them in a position where

they have to incriminate themselves. . . if you let them run their

own investigations you let them cover up mistakes, so they don’t

get in trouble.

Athletes also highlighted the importance of ensuring
accountability of NSOs, such as regulatory processes to
hold NSOs accountable to adhering to appropriate policies,
procedures, and practices. A72 indicated, “NSOs need to be
held accountable and be regulated more closely to ensure they
are following appropriate guidelines. Our high-performance
director was given too much authority and created an unfair
environment where selection was unethical and resulted in the
emotional distress of athletes.” Athletes specifically articulated a
need for NSOs to hold coaches accountable for their conduct.

When an athlete or team says that the coach is unfit and that

her behavior is considered harassment, listen! It is not ok to

“wait and see” what will happen and expect that all problems will

resolve themselves. When 12 people give you different instances

of unacceptable behaviors, that means there is a problem, don’t

tell your athletes that they are “just being dramatic and will have

to deal with it.”—A75

Further, athletes recommended regular assessments of NSOs’
actions to change the culture of athlete welfare through climate
surveys and athletes’ evaluations of their sport experiences.
A208 suggested, “Ask for more direct feedback from athletes,
bypassing sport governing organizations. Federal and provincial
sport governing bodies do not solicit, share, or consider athletes’
feedback.” Likewise, A126 commented:

Sport Canada and AthletesCAN could implement a survey every

year to understand the athletes’ perspective on the NSO—How

well do you feel your NSO is managing funds? How objective/fair

do you feel your NSO is in making decisions? Do you feel you

can go to your NSO when you have an issue? Do you trust your

coach/NSO, etc. with your best interests? These responses would

give Sport Canada an idea of underlying issues that may need to

be investigated or help with resolution.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to examine National team
athletes’ insights into the challenges and recommendations
for advancing safe sport. Part of a larger project assessing
the prevalence of maltreatment among National team athletes
(Willson et al., 2021), the results conveyed in this article emerged
from two open-ended questions that asked athletes about their
recommendations for advancing Safe Sport and whether there
was any other information they would like to add. The richness
of responses to these open-ended questions was a unique finding,
with almost 400 in-depth responses provided by athletes. Given
the comprehensive responses that were provided by the athletes,
we believe this study provided athletes with an avenue of
empowerment, and a means to express their needs and wishes,
which aligns with a survivor-centered approach to addressing
violence (United Nations). This study adds to the existing
literature by inviting athletes to comment on their perspectives
of maltreatment of all forms and on a large scale.

According to the athletes, one of the prominent challenges
to safe sport is a prioritization of performance excellence
in Canadian sport. Athletes in the current study highlighted
the almost singular focus on performance when noting that
athletes were praised when they are succeeding and neglected
or ignored when their performance did not meet expectations,
if injuries occurred, or if athletes were unwell or suffering
from mental health challenges. This is consistent with previous
research on maltreatment, which has indicated that a win-
at-all-cost mentality supersedes the health, wellbeing, and
development of athletes (Jacobs et al., 2017; Wilinsky and
McCabe, 2020). While performance outcomes are important
in high performance sport, the singular focus on results
creates rigid standards of what it means to be a good or
successful athlete and, as a result, enduring harm in the
pursuit of performance excellence becomes normative and
necessary (Roberts et al., 2020). To address these challenges, the
participants highlighted the importance of valuing holistic athlete
development. Specifically, the athletes indicated that success
should not be defined according to short-term outcomes (e.g.,
outperforming opponents, displaying mental toughness) but to
long-term outcomes such as athletes’ social, emotional, and
cognitive development/wellbeing. The athletes in this study also
identified the importance of sport and its stakeholders valuing
and empowering athletes through their sport participation,
which aligns with previously proposed solutions to maltreatment
that focus on athlete-centered practices and holistic development
(Miller and Kerr, 2002; Donnelly et al., 2016). Athlete-centered
coaching has been defined as an approach that “promotes athlete
learning through athlete ownership, responsibility, initiative and
awareness” (Pill, 2017, p. 1). Through this style of coaching,
athletes and coaches are in partnership, athletes’ needs (including
physical and emotional) are prioritized, and athletes contribute
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to the decisions that affect them. Benefits of an athlete-centered
approach include increased confidence, perceptions of success,
motivation, stronger connections with the coach, autonomy,
team compatibility, and longevity in sport (Falcão et al., 2020;
Pill, 2017; Falcão et al., 2019; Dohsten et al., 2020). In sum,
the athletes in the current study recommended a shift in the
culture of high-performance sport to forefront athlete health
and wellbeing.

Interestingly, the calls to reduce the win-at-all-cost approach
to sport have existed in Canada for decades. For instance,
following the use of banned substances by Canadian runner Ben
Johnson in 1988, the resulting investigation highlighted the over-
emphasis of high performance as an underlying cause of athletes’
decisions to use performance enhancing drugs (Montague, 2012).
Specifically, the investigator, The Honorable Charles Dubin
questioned Canadian sport: “have we, as Canadians, lost track
of what athletic competitions is all about? Is there too much
emphasis on winning the gold medal in Olympic Competition
as the only achievement worthy of recognition?” (Dubin, 1990, p.
537). This commission led to subsequent changes in Canadian
sport, including a stated shift in Canadian Sport policy to
include foci on sport development and participation (Donnelly,
2013), however, funding for high-performance sport remains
dependent upon performance outcomes and winning medals
on the international stage (Kikulis, 2013). The current study
provides further evidence that the focus and priority at the
national team level is exclusively results-oriented.

A culture of fear and silence, and a lack of trust in sport
organizations, particularly around the handling of safe sport
issues, were commonly discussed as institutional barriers by
athletes. Athletes reported a fear of repercussions for reporting
and/or did not believe reports would be handled effectively, if at
all, and that there were rarely consequences for the abusers. These
findings echoed previous reports that athletes fear they won’t
be believed, and that sport organizations are likely to favor the
coaches’ reputations over the athlete’s safety (Barrett, 2021). For
example, in a testimony against LarryNassar, Olympic Champion
Simone Biles acknowledged the role sport organizations played
in the sexual abuse she and over 300 other athletes experienced
when declaring: “I blame Larry Nassar, and I also blame an
entire system that enabled and perpetrated his abuse” (Barrett,
2021). In line with this sentiment, sport administrators have
also reportedly minimized and trivialized reports of abuse from
victims, blamed the victims for the abuse they experienced,
and challenged the credibility of an athlete to defend the abuse
(Parent, 2011).

The hesitations expressed by athletes regarding reporting
align with Nite and Nauright’s (2020) findings of case-handling
of three prominent United States university sexual abuse
cases. The investigations at each university were obscured by
administrators’ failures to investigate, inadequate investigations
that were slow and kept quiet, a lack of appropriate action when
a legal duty to report was necessary, and collusion between
administrators and other stakeholders to minimize impacts (e.g.,
hidden police reports, forced silencing of board members).
Additional concerns included the silencing of victims (e.g.,
persuaded not to report, bullied by fans and sport stakeholders

to support the coach, shamed because they were “lucky” to have
successful coaches) (Nite andNauright, 2020). The findings of the
current study reinforce those of previous research and athletes’
fears that sport organizations are not sufficiently accountable
when dealing with reports of maltreatment in sport. Moreover,
they highlight a need to improve the transparency, fairness, and
accountability of complaint and investigation processes.

Informed by the athletes’ responses and previous research,
recommendations are made for an independent third party to
receive, investigate, and adjudicate concerns. More specifically,
athletes need accessible, safe, and confidential avenues to
raise their concerns, thus minimizing the overarching culture
of fear and silence that persists in sport. The importance
of this recommendation has been advocated in the sport
literature (Donnelly and Kerr, 2018; Kerr and Kerr, 2020;
Kerr et al., 2020) and by sport practitioners (Gurgis and Kerr,
2021). Third-party mechanisms can be beneficial because of
their independence from the involved parties—avoiding self-
governance and conflicts of interest—and can uniformly uphold
standards across multiple sport organizations (Gurgis and Kerr,
2021). The establishment of third-party mechanisms is still
in their infancy. Presently Canada is in the initial stages of
implementing a national independent mechanism, although this
will be accessible to national level athletes only (Sport Dispute
Resolution Center of Canada, 2020).

The participants in the current study also recognized
the importance of creating safe sport environments for all
participants, and equity-deserving groups (e.g., LGBTQ2I+,
women, parasport, and racialized athletes) in particular. Given
previous research findings that equity-deserving athletes
experience more violence of various forms (e.g., U. S. Center
for Safe Sport, 2020; Willson et al., 2021), equity and inclusion
need to be essential considerations in advancing safe sport. Of
particular interest, athletes identified the need for equity and
diversity in coaching and other positions of leadership, which has
also been noted previously (Cunningham, 2008; Rankin-Wright
et al., 2016; Sotiriadou et al., 2017; Joseph et al., 2021). Increasing
diversity in leadership can be an essential part of creating a
safe, welcoming, and inclusive environment by challenging the
prominent sport norms that currently exist (e.g., racism, sexism)
(Rankin-Wright et al., 2016; Sotiriadou et al., 2017; Joseph et al.,
2021). The perspectives of athletes in the current study highlight
the critical inclusion of equity, diversity, and inclusion within
safe sport initiatives.

Education remains a prominent recommendation in the
literature for all stakeholders for advancing safe sport and was
echoed by the participants in this study. The participants in
the current study highlighted education on power dynamics
as a specific area of importance to advance safe sport. These
notions are particularly relevant when considering that power
differentials may place athletes in vulnerable situations where
they are subjected to harmful experiences and the lack of
attention currently given to power imbalances in safe sport
education programs (Kerr et al., 2014).

Finally, athletes in this study recommended that a broader
perspective of harm be adopted. Historically, in research and
practice, the primary focus has been on sexual abuse, largely
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due to the media attention on such cases. However, there has
been mounting evidence of other forms of harm occurring
more often in sport; for instance, recent prevalence studies have
indicated the prevalence of neglect, psychological and physical
harm (Vertommen et al., 2016; Parent et al., 2019; Willson et al.,
2021). Moreover, these forms of harm have been found to have
equally deleterious outcomes as sexual harm, including decreased
wellbeing, eating disorders, self-harm and suicide ideation
(Willson et al., (in preparation)). The scope of harm should also
be recognized outside the context of a coach-athlete relationship,
particularly given evidence of perpetrators including peers, sport
administrators, and team doctors (Vertommen et al., 2017;
Willson et al., 2021). As highlighted by the athletes and previous
research, there is a need to broaden the scope of attention on
maltreatment to include all forms of harm.

A prominent theme across all barriers and suggestions is the
misuse of power from those in positions of authority, including
coaches, trainers, and sport administrators. The power imbalance
between authority figures and athletes has left athletes vulnerable
to abuse and unable to speak out about abuse they experienced.
The lack of athlete power has been documented by researchers
for decades, for instance, Kidd noted that Canadian athletes had
become “workers of the state” because of their lack of agency
in the sport structure (Kidd, 2013). Specifically, Kidd observed
that Canadian elite athletes’ financial compensation was bound to
their contract, which also stipulated that they must comply with
the rules and regulations of their sport organization (Kidd, 2013),
thus compromising athlete agency and autonomy.

Bruyninckx critiqued the exceptionalism that sport
organizations have, specifically the self-governance that
allows sport to set and manage its own priorities, unchallenged
by other public institutions (Bruyninckx, 2012). Autonomy and
self-governance have enabled deliberative violence, racism, and
discrimination to be treated as above the law because it occurred
in a sport domain. The athletes’ disclosures in the current
study highlight concerns for this exceptionalism, particularly
noting the autonomy and lack of fair process when it comes
to maltreatment.

Many of the concerns expressed by the participants in this
study reflect the growing recognition of the effects of structures of
oppression in broader society. The MeToo Movement (Abrams
and Bartlett, 2019) undoubtedly has influenced the willingness of
athletes to speak of the sexual harms they have experienced and to
pressure organizations for changes to the ways in which power is
used. Similarly, the Black Lives Movement (Coombs and Cassilo,
2017) and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in Canada
(Rajwani et al., 2021), which have shone a light on structures of
oppression and the high rates of violence experienced by Black
and Indigenous individuals, have heightened attention on safety
and inclusion within sport. In many ways, the recommendations
athletes made in this study to enhance safety and inclusion in
sport reflect broader challenges to power structures seen outside
of sport.

Future Directions
Several areas of interest emerge for future research. Most
apparent is the need to include the athlete voice in research

and in practice, including being a key contributor to decision-
making practices. Currently in Canada, only 32 of the 49
National Sport Organizations have an established athlete
representative on their board of directors, and the majority
of these (62%) had only one reserved athlete position
(AthletesCAN, 2020). More attention needs to be focused on
enabling and supporting athletes to be actively engaged within
these processes.

It would be beneficial to examine accountability and
monitoring of sport organizations implementing safe sport
initiatives (education, codes of conduct, independent safe sport
mechanisms) through longitudinal case study research, including
from athletes’ perspectives. Such research is imperative to
determine the transferability and effectiveness of Safe Sport
initiatives in practice.

Additional research would benefit from qualitative
approaches to elicit more in-depth responses from athletes,
and to gain a more comprehensive understanding of athletes’
subjective interpretations. Moreover, there is a need to expand
the focus beyond National team athletes to include the full
continuum of sport participants’ experiences, from grassroots
and youth sport to masters’ levels.

The participants in the current study highlighted a lack of
attention to the experiences of athletes in equity-deserving
groups. Specifically, given preliminary reports that certain
groups are more vulnerable to harm in sport (e.g., women,
LGBTQ2I+, racialized) (Vertommen et al., 2016; Willson et al.,
2021), exploration of potential qualitative differences in the
challenges and recommendations for safe sport perceived by
these populations is needed. We acknowledge the limitations
of our own research team, being primarily White, thus
having an inadequate understanding of the experiences of
equity-deserving groups. Future research must prioritize
diversity within research teams and as key focus of study in
safe sport.

CONCLUSION

The participants in the current study reported numerous
challenges to advancing safe sport such as the win-at-all-costs
mentality, normalization of harm, lack of attention to equity,
diversity and inclusion, culture of fear and silence, and a lack of
trust in sport organizations to handle safe sport issues. To address
these challenges and in the pursuit of safe sport, the participants
highlighted several recommendations, including prioritizing
holistic development, education for all stakeholders, improving
accountability of sport organizations, concrete actions to advance
equity, diversity and inclusion, prohibiting sexual relationships
between athletes and those in positions of power, and mandating
independent complaint processes and ensuring accountability.
This study also highlighted the problems associated with the
autonomy and self-regulation of sport.

This research extends the current safe sport literature
by highlighting athletes’ perspectives on the challenges and
recommendations to advancing safe sport. Given that athletes
are the “reason-d’etre” of sport, it is important that athletes
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have platforms to share their opinions of what is needed to
create a safe environment for them. From an applied perspective,
we encourage sport organizations to include athletes within
decision-making processes regarding safe sport. Future research
would benefit from further study on ways to incorporate athletes’
voices and perspectives effectively.
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The present study scrutinizes the role of societal culture in cases of sexual violence
in Greek sport, as presented in the media after a two times Olympic medalist of
Greece fired up the “‘me too’ Movement” in the country. Specifically, data for this study
consisted of 36 media articles (14 international in the English language and 22 national
in the Greek language), reporting multiple cases of sexual abuse and harassment in
Greek sport and were published between January 2021 and January 2022. We drew
on the cultural praxis heuristic to explore how the cultural setting operates as an
underlying factor in priming athletes for harassment and abuse and in oppressing them
into not speaking up. Our thematic analysis of media data revealed two overarching
themes, namely, keeping the home intact and failed negotiations with power. Based
on these findings, we discuss how subtle manifestations of patriarchy and collectivism
perpetuate sexualized violence in Greek sport as they promote a climate of silence,
prevent safeguarding, maintain underreporting of sexual violence, and delayed the arrival
of the #metoo. We conclude that under the current circumstances, change seems to
be a threat to all involved in Greek sport, yet for different reasons. For the coaches,
sport officials, stakeholders, state system, change would require them to relinquish
male powers and authority, find new meaning of what it means to be and do as a
man, and allow women to be seen as counterparts. For the female athletes-survivors,
it would require them to prioritize the self and their self-care and let go of the in-group
loyalty and subordination learned and exhibited from infancy. We also contend that mere
translations of international and regional safeguarding guidelines and toolkits cannot
foster awareness raising, nor the implementation of measures within cultural settings
that divert from the Global North. If we care to combat the universal phenomenon of
sexualized violence in sport, a glocal approach is needed, where local socio-cultural
factors are acknowledged, their role is addressed, and violence is understood within
its context.
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INTRODUCTION

While sexual violence is a universal phenomenon, safe sport and
safeguarding athletes are not. Though forms of sexual violence
in sport (like harassment and abuse) drew attention in the end
of 1980s (Brackenridge, 2001), today the magnitude of sexual
(and other forms of) violence in sport remains understudied
and a taboo (Parent and Fortier, 2017; Parent and Vaillancourt-
Morel, 2021). According to the World Health Organization’s
report on violence and health, sexual violence is about “any sexual
act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, unwanted sexual comments
or advances, or acts to traffic, or otherwise directed against a
person’s sexuality using coercion, by any person regardless of
their relationship to the victim, in any setting” (Krug et al.,
2002, p. 2). With regard to forms of sexual violence, the IOC
Consensus Statement (Mountjoy et al., 2016) defines sexual abuse
as “any conduct of a sexual nature, whether non-contact, contact
or penetrative, where consent is coerced/manipulated or is not or
cannot be given” (p. 3) and sexual harassment as “any unwanted
and unwelcome conduct of a sexual nature, whether verbal, non-
verbal or physical” (p. 3). Studies with large samples conducted
in Belgium, Canada, Netherlands, and United Kingdom evidence
the prevalence and significance of the sexual violence problem
(Alexander et al., 2011; Vertommen et al., 2016; Kerr et al., 2019),
while studies conducted in countries outside Northern Europe
and North America, like Israel, Czech Republic, Turkey, Greece,
Japan, and Nigeria, to name but a few, further manifest the
magnitude and highlight the globality of the problem (e.g., Fejgin
and Hanegby, 2001; Fasting and Knorre, 2005; Gündüz et al.,
2007; Chroni and Fasting, 2009; Takado et al., 2010; Elendu and
Umeakuka, 2011). Cases involving multiple victims like Larry
Nassar’s in the United States (Kerr and Stirling, 2019; Mountjoy,
2019), Bertrand Charest’s in Canada (Leavitt, 2017), or Fernando
de Carvalho Lopes’ in Brazil (Reuters, 2018) bring to light how
problematic sexual violence can be for the athlete as a person
and a performer (Kerr and Stirling, 2019). In addition, the fact
that in many cases people other than the victim and perpetrator
“have known or suspected that athletes were being harmed”
(Kerr and Stirling, 2019, p. 367), exposes the concealing that
occurs within walls of silence that “shield and shelter” exploitative
behaviors in sport and allow for perpetuation of abuse over time
and across borders.

Both the magnitude and impact of sexual violence in sport,
underline the importance of combating it and safeguarding
athletes (Parent and Fortier, 2017; Kerr and Stirling, 2019)
to prevent harm and ensure athlete safety and human rights.
Global and regional recommendations and guidelines have been
prompting nations and sport communities to create safe sport
environments and establish safeguarding policies, strategies, and
practices (e.g., International Olympic Committee Consensus
Statement on Harassment and Abuse, Mountjoy et al., 2016;
Conclusions of the Council and of the Representatives of the
Governments of the Member States meeting within the Council
on safeguarding children in sport, European Union, 2019).
Today, there are still environments for which we lack knowledge
about the implementation and effectiveness of any provisions
for safeguarding. The state of Greece, which is the focus of this

paper, is one of these. While we know of risks in sport associated
with sexual violence (Marks et al., 2012; Parent and Vaillancourt-
Morel, 2021), we have not adequately explored socio-cultural
elements that may influence the ways of being and doing of
athletes, parents, coaches, sport officials, and sport policy makers;
and possibly hinder the implementation of safe sport policies and
practices in certain societies and sport communities. According
to Mountjoy et al. (2016), harassment and abuse are prominent
in cultural contexts characterized by discrimination that is “based
on power differentials across a range of social and personal
factors” (p. 1). Expanding our understanding of how social factors
can shape an environment, Skille and Chroni (2018) found that
the national and sport cultures mingle and shape unique cultural
features within a sport milieu. In the present paper, we scrutinize
how the culture of Greece might be operating as a condition that
shapes a shelter and a shield “for” sexual violence in sport and
oppresses athletes who have been subjected to sexual violence
from speaking up.

Sexual harassment occurs in Greek sport based on findings
reported by Chroni and Fasting (2009) and Fasting et al. (2011,
2014). Incidents of sexual abuse and harassment in sport have also
been reported in the media over the years, but until recently, such
cases failed to attract attention and spark public debate on the
topic or to mobilize efforts for progressive change. For instance,
in 2012, the case of a male basketball coach who during his career
assaulted at least 36 his male youth players, to “grow Spartans” as
he said, raised a short-lived uproar in the Greek society (Sarris,
2012), but nothing changed with regard to the state’s policies and
practices for safer sport. Ten years later, it was Sofia Bekatorou,
gold medalist in 2004 Athens Olympics and bronze in 2008 in
Beijing, who inspired wide public attention when she spoke out
about being sexually abused at the age of 21 by a member of her
federation’s board.

Sofia Bekatorou fired up the Greek #metoo campaign, which
quickly trickled down to the milieus of performing arts and
academia. The “me too” Movement was founded in 2006 by
Tarana Burke with the aim to generate resources, support, and
pathways that were not in place and to make healing possible for
victims of sexual violence (me too, n.d.). What started as local
work, became a global movement in 2017, when “the #metoo
hashtag went viral and woke up the world to the magnitude of
the problem of sexual violence” (me too, n.d.). The delayed onset
of the #metoo in Greece, like in other places, was a matter of
timing. Sofia’s disclosure was characterized as well-timed and vital
(Karagianni and Panagiotou, 2021) for a society that is gender
unequal and systematically sits at the very bottom of the EU
Gender Equality Index (European Institute for Gender Equality,
2021). The “me too” Movement is grounded in understanding
and disrupting male-perpetrated sexual violence and gender-
based violence. Inside sport, better understanding of social factors
and the power differentials formed within different cultural
contexts (Mountjoy et al., 2016) could enhance understanding of
and cause disruption to sexual violence.

Among the social factors that characterize the Greek
societal context, a common denominator preventing people
from recognizing, labeling, speaking of, and responding to
sexual violence may be the collectivist patriarchic society
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(Chroni et al., 2013; Tsiganou, 2021). Patriarchy is prevalent in
Greek society and is supported by highly influential institutions,
such as family and religion (Tsiganou, 2021). Patriarchy was
defined by Hartmann (1976) “as a set of social relations which
has a material base and in which there are hierarchical relations
between men, and solidarity among them, which enable them to
control women. Patriarchy is thus the system of male oppression
of women” (p. 138). Patriarchal beliefs of male, heterosexual
dominance, and the devaluation of girls and women appear to be
at the very root of gender-based violence (Lolis, 2020; Tsiganou,
2021). Indeed, cross-cultural comparisons reveal that highly
patriarchal cultural contexts have higher rates of violence against
women, compared to contexts with lower levels of patriarchal
values (e.g., Ozaki and Otis, 2016). In the Greek society, people
are primed to comply with hierarchical gender power relations
and gender inequalities are accepted, normalized, and tolerated
(Chroni, 2021a; Tsiganou, 2021). In a recent study, Tsiganou
(2021) explored social representations, beliefs, and stereotypes
in social media, daily newspapers and in interviews with
authority figures and other professionals in Greece whose work
also pertains to the management or treatment of incidents of
domestic violence against women (judges, lawyers, police officers,
doctors, nurses, and social welfare professionals). The study
confirmed the role of patriarchy in facilitating and tolerating
authoritarian attitudes and behaviors of men toward women, who
are constructed as the inferior gender. Tsiganou (2021) further
reported that the acceptance and normalization of violence in
everyday life and the adoption of traditional gender roles are
the strongest predictors of domestic violence. Patriarchal gender
stereotypes dictate people’s attitudes, behaviors, and practices
(Tsiganou, 2021).

Accordingly, the oppression of women in Greece is deeply
rooted in the collective patriarchal consciousness, as the
individual actions of both men and women, and the nature of
their intimate relationships are affected by patriarchal biases.
Traditional patriarchal beliefs about women’s subordinate roles
(within the family, household, and workplace) and how women
should be treated (need to be cared for, and at times also
disciplined) justify gender inequality and violence occurring
inside Greek institutions; sport being one of them. In particular,
patriarchy continues to shape the ways of being and doing
of the men and women of Greece as traditional patriarchal
beliefs are subtly hidden within family values and traditions,
the teacher-centric educational approaches, or a national team’s
code of conduct expecting athletes to behave with due decency
and decorum toward the (usually male) representatives of the
sport’s authorities. Tsiganou (2021) also made a point of how the
post-feminist alternative milieus failed (and continue to fail) in
disturbing the dominant, male-centered gender norms in Greece;
instead of being disturbed, the patriarchal structures of the
Greek society continue to silence, absorb, or integrate anything
alternative that tries to bring change.

In addition to the patriarchal values and gender relations,
Greek people are primed into collectivism. They are nurtured
and integrated in the realm of the family (and extended
family with grandparents, uncles, aunts, and cousins), which
shapes some early lived experiences within a strong, cohesive

in-group that protects its members in exchange for loyalty.
While the society is slowly transiting from a collectivist to an
individualistic one (Hofstede, 1980), traditional orientations and
values are still present (Pouliasi and Verkuyten, 2011; Chroni
et al., 2013). It appears as if the society continues to hold on
to the longstanding traditionalist axiom, “Fatherland, Religion,
and Family,” fermented in the 1880s within Christian Orthodox
groups aiming to confront the challenges of modernity, which
brought in new ideas like feminism (Gazi, 2011). Feminism, as
in promoting political, economic, personal, and social equality of
the sexes, along with respect for women’s experiences, identities,
knowledge, and strengths, was (and remains) contradictory to
Greece’s implicit social rules and norms.

The shaping of early life compelling experiences with strong
in-groups that protect their members in exchange for loyalty,
can facilitate the dominant patriarchal, male-centered Greek
structures to silence, absorb or integrate anything alternative,
and thus remain intact. People are nurtured into abstaining from
sharing in-group facts with those not belonging to the group (τα
εν oíκω, µη εν δήµω translating as what happens at home, stays
at home); defying the rule of in-group solidarity by revealing
facts harmful to the group is contemptible. Sport is a strong,
male-dominated, cohesive in-group, and according to Kerr et al.
(2020), relationships in sport often resemble those in a traditional
family. While the closeness, commitment, complementarity,
and co-orientation qualities are desirable as they form strong
relationships, they can also be risk factors as they increase athlete
vulnerability within the power differential present in sport (Kerr
et al., 2020). Power imbalance and misuse of a position of power
appear to lie beneath all forms of maltreatment (Fasting and
Brackenridge, 2009; Stirling and Kerr, 2009). In light of this and
the Greek sport context, an abused athlete’s silence, and a sport
organization’s concealing of violence are indications of solidarity,
loyalty to the in-group of sport and submission to hierarchical
power structures.

Researchers have considered several risk factors for sexual
abuse in relation to the sport environment, but few studies
have provided evidence for these (Parent and Vaillancourt-
Morel, 2021). Risk factors relating to individual vulnerabilities
(e.g., being woman and younger, athlete with low self-esteem,
absence of parent) as well as to the sport and situational ones
(e.g., access to young people, private training sessions, and
traveling) were identified early on by Brackenridge (1997, 2001).
Vertommen et al. (2016) found that ethnic minority, sexual
minority (LGB), athletes with disabilities, as well as athletes
competing at the international level were overrepresented among
survivors of interpersonal violence, in a sample of 4000 adult
athletes from the Netherlands and Belgium who were surveyed
about their childhood experiences in sport. Furthermore, the
Dutch and Belgian women reported a higher prevalence rate of
sexual violence, the men reported more experiences of physical
violence, while there was no significant gender differences in the
prevalence of psychological violence. According to Parent and
Vaillancourt-Morel (2021), in their study with 1055 Canadian
youth athletes, sexual preference and sport level were found to
be associated with experiences of sexual violence, which is in
agreement with the findings of Vertommen et al. (2016). With
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reference to abusive coach–athlete relationships, Kerr et al. (2020)
suggest that closeness in the relationship, power, authority, trust,
and the deference afforded to coaches require our attention.
Malina (2010) had suggested, along similar lines, that early sport
specialization may be another risk factor as it increases the young
athletes’ vulnerability to abuse by those in positions of authority.

As articulated in the Start to Talk initiative of the Council of
Europe (n.d.) website:

Sexual violence thrives when there is tolerance for discrimination,
physical violence and inappropriate sexual behavior. Imbalanced
power relations, authoritarian leadership and rewards structures
create relationships based on fear and dependence and hence
vulnerability to the abuse of power. The loss of “natural barriers”
because of the physical contact required and the sharing of showers,
changing rooms and confined spaces with adults also expose
children to several forms of sexual violence. And of course, there is
the scandal avoidance by organisations and individuals who prefer
to hide the abuse, thus sacrificing the victim and giving the abuser
a licence to harm. (Sexual abuse happens in sport too, Start to Talk,
https://www.coe.int/en/web/sport/start-to-talk)

The people of Greece appear to be beyond tolerant to gender
discrimination as exemplified by the country’s last place in
the EU Gender Equality Index (European Institute for Gender
Equality, 2021). Discrimination, sexism, the devaluation of
women in everyday life and the media, the rape culture, the
defying of victim credibility, the victim-blaming and shaming are
normalized practices (Tsiganou, 2021), rarely addressed before
Bekatorou’s disclosure.

Overall, in countries like Greece where loyalty to cultural
silence is the norm, the attention given to sexualized violence in
sport continues to be reactive, sparse, and futile. Understanding
the socio-cultural conditions, the loyalty and the culture of silence
can shed light on why victims do not speak up, and sexual
violence is not interrupted, and also identify areas in which we
could intervene to mobilize change. The research question we
wished to answer with the present study is: What may be the
underlying socio-cultural factors that prime female athletes (and
the sport environment) of Greece toward accepting, tolerating,
silencing, and concealing sexual abuse occurring inside sport? In
what follows, we engage the cultural praxis heuristic (Ryba and
Wright, 2005; Chroni and Kavoura, 2020) and perform media
analysis to look at cases of sexual violence experienced by Greek
female athletes.

METHODOLOGY: MATERIALS AND
METHODS

Theoretical Framework
To explore socio-cultural factors related to sexual violence in
Greek sport, we drew upon the cultural praxis heuristic proposed
by Ryba and Wright (2005). We strategically utilized the cultural
praxis framework to explore how the cultural setting of the
country operates as an underlying factor in priming athletes to
harassment and abuse and in oppressing them from speaking up.
Cultural praxis is a critical approach to sport psychology that uses

cultural studies to highlight the complex interactions of power
that are sometimes taken-for-granted in sport and the sport
sciences (Chroni and Kavoura, 2020). Specifically, this heuristic is
asking us to step away from singular understandings of sport, and
instead consider the phenomena that we are studying through
a social justice and culture-sensitive lens (Ryba and Wright,
2010). It calls for blending theory, research, and practice (see
Ryba, 2017) in ways that enhance our understandings of how to
provide wholistic support and structures of care to athletes of all
backgrounds and identities. Previous cultural praxis scholarship
helped us to unravel the socio-cultural characteristics of the
Greek sporting context that might constrain the experiences of
Greek athletes (see Chroni et al., 2013; Kavoura et al., 2015)
as applications of the cultural praxis framework can be found
in the content areas of athletes’ careers and in understanding
minority athletes’ and coaches’ worldviews, experiences, and
identities (see Chroni and Kavoura, 2020 for an overview of
existing research). To our knowledge, the potential of the cultural
praxis heuristic has not yet been fully realized in the content
area of sexual abuse in sport, even though several studies have
emphasized the role of the cultural context in the perpetuation
of these troubling phenomena (e.g., Brackenridge, 1997; Fisher
and Anders, 2019; McMahon et al., 2020). In this paper, we use
cultural praxis as the “how to” of conducting culturally sensitive,
localized, and reflective research on the understudied topic of
sexual violence in Greek sport.

Data
In countries where we still lack data on sexual violence in sport
and research on this topic has been met with resistance, scholars
suggest that the use of secondary sources of data. Sources like
media and court reports, police files, and data from criminal
registers (Helweg-Larsen and Larsen, 2005; Brackenridge et al.,
2008; Fasting et al., 2013; Sanderson and Weathers, 2020) can
offer valuable information and help us understand sexual violence
in sport. Accordingly, the present study draws on national and
international media articles that reported cases of sexual abuse
and harassment in Greek sport and were published between
January 2021 and January 2022.

To identify the articles, we searched the European Newsstream
database, as well as Google, using different combinations of
the words, “sexual abuse, ” “#metoo,” “sport,” “athlete,” “Sofia
Bekatorou,” and “Greece” (in Greek language, “σεξoυαλικ

ή κακoπoíηση,” “#metoo,” “αθλητ∗,” “6oϕíα Mπεκατώρoυ,”
and “Eλλάδα”). These key terms were selected as they reflect
the phenomena (sexual abuse), study population (athletes), and
context (sport) that were of interest to this study. The term
#metoo was also selected as it is a popular hashtag that athletes
use when reporting experiences of sexual abuse in the media. We
also decided to use the name “Sofia Bekatorou” as a search term,
as in addition to firing up the #metoo movement in Greece, she
has become a key figure in advocacy work related to sexual abuse
and her name is often mentioned in the media in relation to other
athlete-survivor stories.

In our dataset, we included media articles that included
direct quotes from athletes-survivors to ensure that the athletes’
perspectives were represented in the data and excluded media
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articles in which the focus was not on the sport context, even if
there were brief mentions to it. For example, articles that reported
cases of sexual abuse in the context of arts. We also excluded
duplicates and articles that focused on other national contexts,
such as Cyprus. However, we decided to include articles in which
the focus was physical and emotional abuse in sport, as these
also relate to the culture of silence and facilitate sexual abuse.
In total, this study is based on 36 articles that met our criteria;
14 international articles in the English language and 22 national
articles in the Greek language. When presenting quotes from the
Greek articles in our findings and discussion, these have been
translated into English. While more articles can be found in the
media, we stopped searching for data when our analysis reached
saturation of codes (Saunders et al., 2018).

Data Analysis
To uncover patterns in the data, we followed a social
constructionist approach to thematic analysis, as described by
Braun et al. (2016). Thematic analysis, as Braun et al. (2016)
pointed out, is a versatile method for a range of research purposes,
including determining how a topic of interest is formed in the
media. As a first step, we engaged with the data at a semantic
level to identify challenges, barriers in facilitating violence and
in oppressing the speaking out about violence. Second, we
coded the data, following a latent approach focused on the
underlying cultural mechanisms that allow for abuse to happen
and raise walls of silence in the Greek sport context. The codes
were then developed and arranged into themes (Braun and
Clarke, 2019), which we continued to refine and edit, looking
also for disconfirming patterns that contradicted our evolving
interpretations. While the coding of the raw data was data-driven,
the development of the themes and overarching themes was both
data- and theory-driven as existing knowledge helped us make
better sense of the codes identified, and organize these in the most
meaningful way (an approach also used by Skille and Chroni,
2018). This work of organizing data-driven codes and making
meaning was informed by the cultural praxis framework’s notion
of multiplicity regarding voices of cases and our interpretations,
as well as by previous scholarship on sexual violence in sport,
and literature on gender-based violence and gender stereotypes in
Greece. During the whole process, we had extensive discussions
about the politics of research on such a highly sensitive topic and
we were conscious that themes did not simply “emerge” from
the data but were generated through the collaborative efforts of
the two researchers (Braun and Clarke, 2019). While we wanted
to make sure that athletes’ voices are represented in the data,
our focus on the underlying cultural context led us to include
in our analysis also other voices, such as those of the journalists,
perpetrators, lawyers, politicians, and social scientists that were
quoted in the media data.

Researchers’ Reflexivity and Ethical
Considerations
When carrying out reflexive cultural sport psychology research,
scholars must acknowledge their own experiences and
subjectivities, as well as their influence in the study process

(McGannon and Johnson, 2009; Ryba, 2009; Schinke et al., 2012).
Thus, our reflective account is presented here focusing on how
our subjectivities, past experiences in sport, and epistemological
situatedness played a role in conceptualizing the study, reviewing
the literature, making sense of and interpreting the media data,
and developing this manuscript.

We are Greek women, feminist and cultural sport psychology
researchers, who have left Greece in order to pursue transnational
academic careers abroad. Yet, we see ourselves as insiders in the
world of Greek sport, as we both have trained, competed in, and
coached (different sports) in Greece for several years. Through
our advocacy and scholarly work, we have tried to mobilize
change for all, and women in particular and bring something back
to the sports that we loved and their communities (e.g., Chroni
and Fasting, 2009; Kavoura et al., 2015). Having lived, trained,
researched, and provided applied sport psychology services in
Greece, we felt equipped to understand the cultural complexities
of the Greek society, sport system and the difficulties women
face when trying to navigate in this male dominated terrain.
Particularly, our experiences in the Greek sport settings echo
the literature findings of women who feel discomfort with the
dominant patriarchal understandings and the unequal gender
power relations that are engrained in our sporting contexts
(Kavoura et al., 2015). When thinking of our training practices
and work in Greece, we can both recall times during which
we felt gender harassed (discriminated because of our gender),
sexually harassed (in the form of unwanted sexual attention
and comments; see Chroni and Fasting, 2009), and sexually
abused (in the form of unwanted sexual coercion, see Chroni
and Kavoura, 2022). Moreover, as insiders to the Greek sport
culture, we recognize that we share the same understanding of
social practices and our subjectivities have also been constructed
through negotiations with the same cultural discourses (see
about negotiation processes of women sport scientists, Chroni
et al., 2021). However, as gender scholars, living and working in
contexts that are considered to be more egalitarian and safer, we
were also able to distance ourselves from the taken-for-granted
cultural understandings and interrogate the dominant discourses
and socio-cultural practices that exist in our home-culture and
might be responsible for the walls of silence that exist around
sexual violence in sport.

Given the sensitivity of this research topic and pre-existing
relations with survivor-athletes whose stories have been depicted
in the media and were used in this study, our research was
guided by relational ethics (Ellis, 2007). According to Ellis (2007),
relational ethics prioritize ethics of care (Gilligan, 1982), mutual
respect, dignity, and connectedness, between the researchers, the
researched as well as the communities and the settings they study.
Drawing on the principles of relational ethics, we were guided
on moral, ethical, and methodological level by the question
“What should [we] do now?” (Ellis, 2007, p. 4). We acknowledge
here that the first author had extensive ongoing conversations
with one of the athletes-survivors and that we both were more
familiar with one of the stories and not all of them. While the
content of the conversations was not used in this manuscript,
it triggered discussions between us regarding how we would
approach the stories “in a humane, non-exploitative way, while
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being mindful of our role as researchers” (Ellis, 2007, p. 5). We
wanted to be “caring, fair, and transparent” to all the women who
would help us learn through their words, regardless of knowing
them in person or not, and avoid being influenced by some
stories more than others. We wanted to treat the women, their
stories and ourselves with impartiality and respect, to tell the
story of a hurtful Greek culture without violating the intensity
of the lived experiences, but also, we wanted to protect and
preserve existing relationships. The richness of the data and
parallels in these women’s stories helped us focus on the content
and on uncovering socio-cultural factors that conditioned them
into accepting violence and not speaking up. Upon completing
the analysis and looking back at how we treated the data,
what we identified within it, we believe that what conversations
with athletes-survivors did was to inspire and commit us to
continue working through the ugliness of sexual violence stories
and translate these into knowledge that can bring change in
our native country.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The media articles that we analyzed, reported nine cases of sexual
violence, in the sport contexts of athletics, gymnastics, sailing,
basketball, water polo, and swimming. Perpetrators were all
males in positions of power, such as federation officials, coaches,
sport medics or fellow elite athletes. The victims were underage
or young adult female elite athletes. Behaviors included sexual
harassment in the form of unwanted sexual comments, unwanted
touching and forcing the athlete to strip, as well as more
aggravated forms of sexual abuse including rape (for definitions
of terms see Krug et al., 2002; Mountjoy et al., 2016). One of the
cases, involved multiple victims and perpetrators and pertained
to sexual, physical and/or psychological abuse that was prolonged
over time. In exploring socio-cultural elements that might shelter
sexual violence over female athletes and could help us understand
how the walls of silence that surround sexual violence in Greek
sport are built, maintained, and keep out safeguarding, our
thematic analytic procedure revealed two overarching themes:
(1) keeping the home intact with two subthemes, (a) holding
back on change and (b) staying with the known; and (2) failed
negotiations with power also with two subthemes, (a) negotiating
with national and sport culture glitches and (b) preserving power.
Some of the themes relate more to the collective dynamics of
the environment, while other ones to individual negotiations
that happen within this system. In what follows, we present and
discuss the themes.

Keeping the Home Intact
To keep the home intact, the collective side via its hereditary
prowess and powers is holding back on change and progress, as
the individual victim female-athlete is accepting the hierarchy
and is staying with the known that feels comfortable. “Home”
is not used literally here, and is a colloquialism for the larger
milieu of Greek sport, sport stakeholders, politics, policy makers,
sport organizations, but also to the victims, their homes,
families, environments. Holding back on change is realized

via, outdated, authoritarian, abusive coach-centered coaching,
and training practices; a legal code and practices that do not
recognize a victim’s trauma, involve non-supportive conditions,
lack protective mechanisms, overlook the time it takes for a
victim-survivor to come forward; and lastly policy change that
does not materialize (see Table 1).

The Greek sport context was portrayed by some athletes as a
dreadful culture that operates with outdated, rough coaching and
training practices, where the coach exercises power wrongfully
causing physical and psychological harm and where athlete-
centered coaching that cares for athlete well-being and safety is
not practiced. As an international article describes:

. . . coaches would slap, kick, shove and throw objects at them
during training, even dragging some girls by the hair and grabbing
them by the crotch. On occasion, coaches would remove protective
mats, causing injuries. Some of the athletes were forced to train
while injured. . .. Disciplinary measures allegedly included forcing
athletes to train in extreme temperatures and denying them
toilet breaks. Because of strict weight requirements, some athletes
starved themselves to the point of fainting, and resorted to secretly
eating toothpaste and food leftovers scavenged from hotel bins. . .
(Hadoulis, 2021)

Based on developments in knowledge on athlete training
and coaching, scholars proposed a shift toward athlete-
centered coaching two decades ago (Lyle, 2002; Kidman and
Lombardo, 2010). Athlete-centered coaching prioritizes and
actively cares for athlete well-being (Campbell et al., 2021),
takes a holistic approach to athlete development through
ownership, responsibility, initiative, and awareness (Pill, 2018),
and prevents athlete maltreatment (Kerr and Stirling, 2008).
According to Gervis and Dunn (2004) and Kerr and Stirling
(2008) unequal power dynamics between coaches and athletes
and abusive coaching practices (emotional, physical, and sexual)
are predisposing factors of sexual maltreatment. In addition,
based on a study with 104 female athletes in Greece, authoritarian
coaching behaviors is a strong predictor of sexual harassment
experiences (Sand et al., 2011). The coach-centered approach and
abusive coaching practices presented in the quotation above were
reported years later after they happened indicating the priming
of these athletes to accept this as the price to pay on the way to
better performances (Chroni, 2015).

Within an unequal and abusive context like this, it is not
surprising that athletes feel that speaking up is not safe and would

TABLE 1 | Thematic map of overarching theme keeping the home intact illustrating
socio-cultural elements that shelter sexual abuse of female athletes in Greece.

Codes Themes Overarching theme

Outdated, abusive coaching,
training practices

Holding back on
change

Keeping the home intact

Untrustworthy legal code,
practices, missing mechanisms

Broken promises for change

Protecting the institution of family Staying with the
culture’s “known”

Drawing on religion

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 April 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 86245089

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-13-862450 April 5, 2022 Time: 13:2 # 7

Chroni and Kavoura Olympic Journeys Without a Safety Net

not lead to justice, even years after the abuse was experienced.
The legal system, its processes and enforcers discourage victims
from speaking up and appear not to be trusted neither by the
athletes-survivors, nor by their lawyers. As a lawyer dealing with
cases of sexual abuse said in a Greek article, “. . .we must stop
telling the victims to ‘talk’. ‘The victim will talk when the state
really helps, both with welfare structures and with structures
that suppress the perpetrators’ ” (Sayias, 2021). Chroni (2021b)
characterized this call to athletes to speak up as premature, naïve,
and a leap of faith, considering also how much is at stake for
the athlete who risks losing the dream to excel once she breaks
her loyalty toward her sport (see also Chroni, 2015). The system
is outdated and is failing the athlete-survivors who seem to be
punished anew when they cannot find justice after trying so hard
to gather the courage and strength to speak up. As described in
international articles, “No one will be criminally charged as the
alleged offense took place too long ago” (Kottis, 2021); “Although
the 20-year statute of limitations on rape has expired in her
case, the government is considering extending it – though not
retroactively” (Psaropoulos, 2021). No procedural change has
been implemented in the 12 months since sexual violence in
Greek sport took center-stage.

In a “home, a family” that is failing its “children,” building
the courage to speak up can take time. Time is relevant and
each victim-survivor heals in their own time; a fact difficult to
grasp, for a public that is ignorant of the trauma caused by
sexual violence and places blame on victimized women. As Sofia
Bekatorou explains in an interview article:

The classic question was ‘why did you speak now’ which was
expressed by people who have no sense of what a trauma means
and I do not misunderstand them or better yet, misunderstand those
who do not say it meanly. What they need to learn is that trauma
is timeless. You cannot experience it in the time that has been done.
Each person needs a different amount of time to process it. One can
react immediately, one can take 20 years, one never. But to react
even a few minutes before one dies, is good for the person. One
cannot turn around and say, ‘why now?’ Because now [the person]
could, because now [the person] developed the defenses to face it.
(Tsilochristou, 2021)

Tsiganou (2021) in her research on how professionals
tackle domestic violence in Greece, pointed out that judges’
interpretations of the law are influenced by dominant patriarchic
stereotypes. Similarly, Lolis (2020) pointed out the high levels
of patriarchal values in Greece, as male dominance and toxic
masculinities are endorsed by the police. In the quotations
below, a lawyer shares her view of a system that lacks protective
mechanisms (Public Radio International, 2021), and Sofia
Bekatorou elaborates on how the environment and conditions
induce shame on a victim who dared to come forward
(Sayias, 2021).

Stentoumi [a lawyer] said she hopes attention on the issue will bring
about changes in the process for reporting sexual abuse. She said the
current system deters and traumatizes victims – as police officers
are not adequately trained on these kinds of cases. Also, people who
want to report rape and other types of abuse often have to wait days

to be examined due to a national shortage of medical examiners
(Public Radio International, 2021)

Violence has existed, exists and we hope it will not exist in the future.
Too many victims now file complaints, not because there was no
abuse and harassment before, but because the environment and
conditions did not allow anyone to speak openly. The victim felt
guilty (Sayias, 2021)

“Unfortunately, a lot of disgusting comments are disguised as
humor. And you know as a female athlete that this makes you feel
uncomfortable. You just don’t know how to put it into words or
who to talk about this [with].” Glyniadaki was a minor when some
of this was happening. She and her teammates would sometimes
talk among themselves, but they didn’t feel they had anywhere to
go for help. “We didn’t feel like we had the power or the allies
to go forward and make this an issue.” [. . .] In this environment,
conversations that challenge institutions still dominated by men
have been stalled. “This is a turning point for sure,” Glyniadaki
said. But people who are feeling empowered to speak are also
facing a backlash. “There’s . . . a lot of victim-blaming, a lot of
slut-shaming. The environment around is very hostile for [women
coming forward].” Diana Manesi, senior researcher with Diotima,
a longstanding feminist nongovernmental organization in Greece,
said. (Public Radio International, 2021)

Humor or “disgusting comments . . . disguised as humor” that
was mentioned above, has been found to be a masking tactic
against gender-based violence (Cole, 2015; Lockyer and Savigny,
2020) but also a behavioral response of victims when attempting
to confront their perpetrators (Fasting et al., 2007).

The past year reviewed here through media stories of sexually
abused athletes in Greece, appears to have been filled with
promises that did not translate into actions. “The Hellenic
Olympic Committee and the government is urging other sex
abuse victims to speak out” (Vassilopoulos, 2021) but reporting
mechanisms that safeguard the athlete-survivor are still not in
place. As Tiivas, the CEO of SafeSport International said in an
international article, “whether the Greek ‘me too’ phenomenon
Bekatorou triggered turns out to be a watershed moment or
mere infotainment depends on how the government now tackles
change” (Psaropoulos, 2021). While measures were announced,
their implementation did not progress enough and as Stratigaki
(2021) argued, the Greek government missed opportunities for
legislative improvements in the area of combating gender-based
violence. One of the measures announced by the Ministry of
Sport in February 2021 was the development of codes of conduct
by national sport federations. Whether codes of conduct were
developed or not by the federations is yet to be monitored
according to a recent interview by the Minister of Sport
(Papadakis, 2022). Hence, the society, the system, the politicians,
the law enforcers, the sportspeople appear to hold back on
change and progress.

The keeping the home intact overarching theme was also
grounded on individuals staying with their culture’s known that
was built on two codes pertaining to how individuals attempt
to protect the institution of family and how they fall back on
the other strong institution of religion. Traditionally speaking,
keeping a Greek home intact is a house-chore that was (and
continues to be) within a woman’s caretaking gendered role
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(Costa, 2005). Here, while abused athletes feel the harm done
onto them, they continue to protect the institution of family
by keeping what they experienced quiet: “I kept it secret for
many years. He was married with children and the reason I did
not say so was because I respected his children and nothing
else” (Agence France-Presse, 2021). “Rape in every sense. I was
then 11 years old. I was in shock and instead of supporting me,
they wanted to destroy me. It was very difficult. ‘I just did not
want my family to go through it then’ ” said an athlete in her
deposition (Naftermporiki, 2022). Perpetrators take advantage of
this and construct themselves as “family men” whose children
need to be protected. Adamopoulos upon being identified by
Sofia Bekatorou as her abuser, called the authorities to help him
safeguard his extended family, “I call on the state, institutions
and the media to first respect my family, my children and
grandchildren” (Vassilopoulos, 2021).

The societal pressure on the victim-survivor is immense and
was addressed in a case presented by Chroni (2013a) where a
parent confronted the football club’s president for inappropriate
touching of young female players to which he responded, “What
do you want now to happen? Ruin my family life?” This pressure
to care for the abuser’s family, as shown in previous paragraph’s
quotations aims to sensitize the victim-survivors on cultural
values, which in Greece means showing respect (bowing) to the
authorities along with showing solidarity and loyalty to the in-
groups within which they were brought up, regardless of the
costs. As such, when push comes to shove, care for the athlete is
nowhere to be found. While international literature emphasizes
holistic care for athlete well-being (Campbell et al., 2021), this is
not the case for athletes in Greece.

When a victim’s physical family and sport-family do not
provide the necessary protection to the athlete-survivor, either
because she is protecting them by not speaking up or because she
was disloyal and exposed her sport-family’s dirty laundry, some
athletes turn for help to the other strong institution they know of,
religion, “I was getting the medals and I could not be happy. For
many years I said I had to speak [up]. Eventually I disappeared
and went to a monastery for a short time and prayed, Devetzi
said” (Agence France-Presse, 2021). However, the institution of
Greek Orthodox religion is as patriarchic and collectivist as the
society (Tsiganou, 2021), hence instead of peace of mind and
healing, the abused athlete may find herself left shamed.

Spyridoula Athanasopoulou-Kypriou, a feminist theologian in
Athens, has been thinking about the role of the Greek Orthodox
Church, a powerful and influential institution in Greece that is
led exclusively by men, in all of this. ‘I’m adamant that it is
because of the church that things do not progress, ’ . . . While the
church has publicly signed on to initiatives to combat gender-based
violence, including domestic abuse, it ‘perpetuates inequality and
violence against women’ through its teachings and actions. She
added that church leaders and members often undermine people
who come forward with abuse allegations by sympathizing with
alleged perpetrators. “You have priests . . . who will tell you, ‘Poor
guy, he was in a difficult situation. It was the pandemic. He has
some problems.’ ” (Public Radio International, 2021)

In sum, it appears that to keep the Greek sport home intact,
the different ends (collective and individual) meet in cultural

institutions and traditions, outdated premises and practices,
and (un)conscious deafness and blindness, where they interact,
reconstruct, and perpetuate cultural inequalities, discrimination,
and abuse. The theme of keeping the home intact, denotes that
the challenges of change are not confronted yet, and that power
remains on the side that it was.

Failed Negotiations With Power
As an overarching theme, failed negotiations with power is about
individual negotiations with glitches of Greece’s national and
sport culture, along with collective acts that may well preserve
power for those who have it. As negotiations with problematic
aspects of the national culture we regarded situations where the
individual athlete negotiates between caring for her emotional
vulnerabilities and remaining silent, as well as when negotiating
between remaining silent and not protecting herself or others in
her sport from maltreatment and abuse. Negotiations involving
the sport culture, place the individual at a juncture where
she must choose between her own safety and well-being, and
her Olympic dream (see Table 2).

Being caught between one’s emotional vulnerabilities as an
athlete, like adoring your sport and wanting to stay with it,
and remaining silent while harming yourself, was a common
experience in the athletes’ stories in the media. As an athlete said,
“We have been saying this [being abused] for years . . . but they
did not take us seriously because they know how much we love
[the sport]” (Hadoulis, 2021). Another athlete talked of being
systematically raped and taking her more than 10 years to realize
that a child cannot be blamed for being raped,

There was no consensus on my part. He threatened to kill me and
destroy my family if I talked and revealed what he did to me, ‘the
girl had said in her testimony.’ A year ago, I found the courage to
denounce my systematic rape, the physical and verbal abuse I was
subjected to by a man I trusted. It took me ten years to realize that
a child cannot be to blame. (Samou, 2022)

While the athlete-survivors of the study construct this
negotiation as one they are responsible for, the literature suggests
that victim shaming and blaming are common strategies used by
perpetrators to weaken the targeted victim and to secure secrecy
(Brackenridge, 2001; Sinnamon, 2017). The athlete-survivors’
quotes above illustrate how well these women have been primed,
groomed in this culture of shaming and blaming that asks victims
to take responsibility for the harm done onto them.

TABLE 2 | Thematic map of overarching theme failed negotiations with power
illustrating socio-cultural elements that shelter sexual abuse of female
athletes in Greece.

Codes Themes Overarching theme

Emotional vulnerability vs. silence Negotiating with
glitches of national
and sport cultures

Failed negotiations with
power

Safety and well-being vs. the
Olympic dream
Silence vs. in-group solidarity
It’s not about sex, it’s about power Preserving power
Corrupted management
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The negotiation between self-care in the form of speaking up
and seeking justice and continuing with one’s elite sport dreams
is a reality that researchers have pointed out for years (e.g., see
Brackenridge, 1997, 2001; Chroni, 2015). As illustrated by Chroni
and Kavoura (2022), Bekatorou could not speak up when losing
the sport she loved and the Olympic dream were at stake. The
cost of exposing the in-group of sport is high, and for one of our
athletes it was the end of her career, “high-performance sport
stopped the day I decided to talk about my rape. I knew my
career would end somewhere there, not because I spoke up, but
because I realized that it was important to give a different fight”
(Tsilochristou, 2021). Greek athletes are afraid to talk, and “she
had kept quiet over the alleged abuse until now out of fear that her
career would be affected” (Squires, 2021). Loss might come as a
punishment for breaking in-group loyalty from those in positions
of power within sport but can also come as a protective measure
from the female athlete’s family, “at that time we did not have any
collaboration with a sports psychologist, and of course I would
never talk to my parents because they would have stopped me
from sailing” (Squires, 2021). In both cases, the athlete has to
negotiate between losing her sport dream and breaking free from
abuse, and those who speak up feel as if they can help, “I am trying
to help where it is needed so that other women can have dreams”
(Kottis, 2021).

While an in-group expects loyalty and solidarity from its
members, there are times when staying silent as an act or loyalty
to the sport may oppose to solidarity with group members that
one also wants to protect. Remaining silent and not letting the
public know about the abuse and abuser contradicts solidarity
toward the children and youth members of the group who
cannot be protect if information on the abuse and abuser were
not shared publicly. Majority of the women who came forward,
found the strength to speak up in order to protect the future
generation. As another athlete said, “she decided to speak up
to ‘preserve the health and safety’ of young athletes” (Public
Radio International, 2021). The women saw more weight in
protecting future generations from abuse than in wining gold,
“To bring back a gold medal to your country . . . was great
but it did not last long. ‘This change, I hope, will last and
protect future generations’ ” (Kottis, 2021). These words also
reveal how well-ingrained are collectivist values of family and
the protection of its members at all costs. The women found
strength to speak up in the thought of saving younger children
and not of saving themselves, after all they are women who were
primed as second-rate citizens of Greece (Lolis, 2020; Tsiganou,
2021).

The theme of preserving power was grounded on sexual abuse
being about the exploitation of power relations and not about
sex, and the corrupted management practices that run Greek
sport as ways for supremacy, power, control, and authority to
stay with those who possess them. In the data we reviewed,
athletes shared how their naked bodies were exploited by persons
of authority, “Mania Bikof, a retired water polo player said she
had been forced to strip to the waist so a doctor could examine
a shoulder injury, and the former swimming champion Rabea
Iatridou, said she had been groped by a medic” (Kitsantonis,
2021). According to social theorists controlling a person’s body

is one of the most effective ways to obtain control of the
individual (Foucault, 1978, 1979; Bourdieu, 1986; Giddens, 1994),
while in the majority of cases sexual harassment and abuse,
like the ones we find within the Greek in-group of sport,
are not about sex but control in asymmetrical power relations
(Fasting and Brackenridge, 2009). The data also revealed that
some Greek female athlete-survivors have come to understand
that sexualized acts and/or sex are a means of exerting power
in close relations where power and trust are abused (Chroni,
2013b), “‘My personal experience is not an individual issue that
affects only me. . . It’s part of a wider and chronic problem
regarding abuse of power in general but also particularly with
the current [federation] leadership’ ” (Angelopoulou and Tsafos,
2021). And while persons of power can misuse it, athletes
are expected to stay quiet (loyal to the group), “Male athletes
have spoken out too, including Nikos Kaklamanakis, another
sailing champion, who said that sailing federation officials
threatened young athletes to stay quiet about alleged abuses”
(Kitsantonis, 2021).

Greece ranks high on corruption and is often constructed as an
untrustworthy state that needs help from European institutions
to fight corruption and bribery through projects and awareness
raising campaigns (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, n.d.). Corrupted management is also present in
Greek sport and measures were undertaken by the ministry of
sport aiming to improve sport federations and clubs’ governance
(General Secretariat of Sport, 2021). Within our data, corrupted
management was constructed as a framework that sustained
abuse instead of safeguarding athletes,

Bekatorou’s fellow-athlete Nikos Kaklamanakis, also a decorated
sailing champion, spoke in parliamentary committee of gross
financial misconduct in the sailing federation. “If we’re asking
you to tear down walls today, it is to tear down walls of
corruption, abuse of power and neglect,” Kaklamanakis said.
The sailing federation sued him for defamation. Bekatorou was
called as a witness. During her deposition last November, she
denounced her rape [from a federation official] for the first time.
(Psaropoulos, 2021)

As elaborated in the data, “Bekatorou. . . was among several
top sailors who last year publicly accused the federation of
mismanagement and creating a ‘toxic’ environment to bully
and control athletes” (Vassilopoulos, 2021). In a corrupted sport
environment, values, processes, and rules are most likely not in
place and the mismanagement reported above allows for exerting
control over athletes in any way possible even with violence.

In closing, it appears that in these failed negotiations with
power, the collective and individual ends meet once again but this
time on challenging grounds requiring them to negotiate between
one’s well-being, integrity and social and sporting cultural aspects
or how power is retained by authority structures and persons.
The theme of failed negotiations with power, suggests that
wrongdoings are not confronted, and that power remains on the
side that it was. A key message here is that authority structures
and persons in Greece remain protected at all costs.
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Concluding Thoughts
In the present study, we engaged with cultural praxis (Ryba and
Wright, 2005, 2010; Chroni and Kavoura, 2020) to explore how
the cultural context in Greece operates as an underlying factor
in priming athletes for harassment and abuse and in oppressing
them from speaking up, asking for help, and advocating for
safer sport. Specifically, our thematic analysis of media data
revealed two overarching trends in relation to how the Greek
sport context conditions athletes, namely, keeping the home intact
and failed negotiations with power. Keeping the home intact
is carried out through outdated and untrustworthy practices
that teach women athletes blindfolded discipline, disempower
them and discourage victim-survivors to speak up, while also
failing to provide the sport context with improvements that
can support women athletes in contesting maltreatment and
exploitative behaviors, coming forward, and finding a pathway
to healing. Failed negotiations with power involve individual
athletes having to constantly negotiate with those who preserve
the power (in this case, corrupted male federation officials and
other men who abuse their positions of power), as well as with
national- and sport-culture glitches. The decision whether to
speak up about abuse and save future generation yet ruin their
relationships with coaches and federation officials and therefore
their athletic career, or to stay silent and continue the pursuit of
their Olympic dream, is a difficult one to make. Their upbringing
inside collectivism and the loyalty to family and its members
(e.g., children) that is instilled in them appear to shape the
drive to break their silence even without a safety net of proper
reporting procedures.

The themes identified in this paper can be viewed
as expressions of how collectivism and patriarchy are
performed in everyday life (also outside the realm of sport).
The outdated and abusive coaching, training practices
reproduce and retain the supremacy of men in power.
The untrustworthy, outdated system and practices preserve
gender hierarchy and inequalities against women who
are targeted by violence more than men and perpetuate
traditional stereotypes through individual interpretations
of laws performed by law enforcers. Promises on policy
changes that do not happen, is an indirect way to keep
things as they are and retain power and authority of men.
The negotiations that athletes-survivors face are indications
of a collectivist society that expects to remain “clean”
of wrongdoings by hiding these (culture of silence) and
a sport community that glorifies everything about men,
male prowess, and male dominance. Lastly, the theme of
preserving power is the ultimate illustration about how
male authority is retained through wrongdoings, such as
violence and corruption.

While this study is based on a rather small number of national
and international articles, that concerned nine cases of sexual
violence in Greek sport published between January 2021 and
January 2022, it is crucial to note here the absence of research
on sexual violence in Greece. The fact that since Chroni and
Fasting (2009) collected data on female athletes’ experiences with
sexual harassment no other study has been conducted may be a
signal of how incidents of violence remain a taboo that Greeks

do not expose and the challenge of conducting research on
such sensitive topic. We could probably have identified more
cases, from more sporting contexts, if we had broadened our
search terms and/or the timeline but reaching saturation in
codes found in the data assured us that we could go ahead
with writing this manuscript. We firmly believe that our study
provides important information about the cultural elements
that delayed the arrival of the #metoo and continues to hold
back change and progress with regard to combating sexual
violence in Greek sport as well as other forms of violence,
including physical and emotional violence. Our findings have
important implications for understanding what lays behind the
occurrence of sexual violence in the Greek sport context and
victims-survivors being hesitant to come forward. In light of
these findings, and if we want to safeguard athletes against
sexual violence, such socio-cultural elements need to be brought
to light and addressed within any policy and measures. For
safeguarding and safe sport to succeed, the development and
implementation of policy and measures must be grounded in
the context in which violence occurs. To achieve this, cultural
praxis could be used as a heuristic, and as a “how to” of
combing localized research, with critical theory and actual
praxis in the field (Chroni and Kavoura, 2020). As Fisher
and Anders (2019) argued, tackling sexual violence in sport
requires us to re-center efforts in exploring how power dynamics
and hierarchies are integrated in specific cultural contexts, and
in dismantling the cultural ideologies and politics that might
be linked to exploitative behaviors, and in our case, also to
resistance to change.

The findings presented here are in congruence with
previous scholarly work (Lolis, 2020; Tsiganou, 2021)
that links sexual abuse with persisting manifestations of
patriarchy and collectivism, as these can be traced in the
Greek climate of silence, the under-reporting, the defying
of victim credibility, or the victim blaming and shaming.
Socio-cultural nuances that lay behind the themes of
keeping the home intact and failed negotiations with power,
condition all involved for wrongful use of power, unreported
misconduct of sexual nature and provide foundation to
the walls of silence that surround sexual violence in Greek
sport. Under current circumstances, it seems as if change
is a threat to all involved, yet for different reasons. For the
coaches, sport officials, stakeholders, and the state system,
change would require them to relinquish male powers and
authority, find new meaning of what it means to be and
do as a man, and allow women to be seen as counterparts.
For the female athlete-survivors, it would require them to
prioritize the self and their self-care and let go of the in-
group loyalty and subordination they learned to be and
show since infancy.
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This study investigated the modus operandi strategies employed by 120 coaches who

committed sexual abuse toward 331 athletes under their authority. More than 2,000

Canadian court judgements and media reports were identified using online search

databases. Using descriptive analysis, 51 strategies used in six modus operandi stages

were identified. Results highlighted the most frequent strategies used by coaches for

each stage of the crime commission process. Additionally, findings revealed the influence

of the victims’ gender, coaches’ sport level and year of coaches’ first offenses on modus

operandi strategies used. Implications for crime prevention measures are discussed.

Keywords: sexual abuse, modus operandi, coaches, sex offenders, athletes, sports

INTRODUCTION

While sport is known to have a beneficial impact on the mental and physical health of millions
of children and adolescents in North America (Canadian Fitness Lifestyle Research Institute,
2013; Noble and Vermillion, 2014), unfortunately, young athletes also experience abuse in this
context. Studies reported prevalence of sexual abuse (SA) by a coach ranging from 0.3 to 9.7%
(Toftegaard Nielsen, 2001; Leahy et al., 2002; Alexander et al., 2011; Parent et al., 2016). Although
other stakeholders have been identified as perpetrators of SA, more intrusive behaviors of sexual
violence (e.g., sexual abuse with contact) as well as higher rates of long-term post-traumatic and
dissociative symptoms are reported by athletes when the coach is the offender, compared to other
perpetrators (e.g., peer athletes) (Leahy et al., 2004; Vertommen et al., 2017). It has been suggested
that perpetrators in positions of authority aremore likely to use emotionally manipulative strategies
in their modus operandi (MO), which may lead to more severe and long-lasting SA and therefore,
result in more negative psychological impact (Leahy et al., 2004; Vertommen et al., 2017). However,
to this day, coaches’ MO remains vastly understudied. The few existing studies on the topic have
focused exclusively on strategies involved in one specific stage of MO, namely gaining victim
cooperation in SA (Toftegaard Nielsen, 2004; Brackenridge et al., 2008). To our knowledge, no
studies have yet documented all MO strategies and stages of SA perpetrated by coaches against one
or more athletes under their authority.

Crime Script and MO
The concept of modus operandi refers to a perpetrator’s “behaviors prior to, during, and
following sexual abuse” (Kaufman et al., 1998, p. 350). It can be divided into several
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stages (e.g., gaining the victim’s trust, maintaining silence; Leclerc
et al., 2009a). Cornish (1994) developed the script model in
order to gain a thorough understanding of the various MO
stages and strategies involved across the whole crime commission
process. Drawing from the script model, it is also possible to
pinpoint facilitating conditions and suggest interventions points
for prevention tailored for each MO stages of a specific crime.
Prior studies have adapted the script model to investigate the
MO of sex offenders in general (e.g., Beauregard et al., 2007a;
Deslauriers-Varin and Beauregard, 2010; Cook et al., 2018; Chiu
and Leclerc, 2019) and child sexual offenders specifically (e.g.,
Leclerc et al., 2011, 2013; Chopin and Beauregard, 2020). These
studies also showed that perpetrators may adapt their MO
according to situational variables (e.g., the context in which SA
occur), victim characteristics, offender-victim interactions as well
as preventive measures that are implemented (e.g., Beauregard
et al., 2007b; Cusson, 2007; Deslauriers-Varin and Beauregard,
2010; Deslauriers-Varin and Blais, 2019; Chopin and Beauregard,
2020). To date, the script model has never been applied to
investigate SA perpetrated in institutional contexts such as sports.
Given that sex offenders in institutions have access to many
children and adolescents as part of their work and are often in a
position of authority, it is possible that their MO differs from sex
offenders’ MO in other contexts (e.g., intrafamilial, extrafamilial).

MO of Perpetrators Working in Institutions
Prior literature hasmainly examined sex offenders in institutional
contexts as a general group composed of individuals working in
various institutions (e.g., schools, sport clubs, churches). Some
previous studies on this topic focused specifically on grooming,
which is defined as a “process by which a perpetrator isolates
and prepares an intended victim” (Brackenridge, 2001, p. 35).
Manifestations of grooming include only non-violent strategies
such as providing privileges and developing a friendship with a
victimwhereas theMO covers both non-violent andmore violent
strategies such as the use of force, coercion, and blitz attack
(Cense, 1997; Brackenridge, 2001; Brackenridge et al., 2008;
Lanning and Dietz, 2014). Considering that the MO incorporates
all behaviors, stages and strategies in the whole crime commission
process, grooming specific stages and strategies are included
under this concept. In general, studies have shown that sex
offenders working in institutions frequently use non-violent
strategies such as giving special attention, spending a lot of
time with the victim, offering gifts/privileges in order to gain
the victim’s trust (Leclerc et al., 2005, 2015; Erooga et al., 2012;
Lanning and Dietz, 2014; Leclerc and Cale, 2015). Sullivan and
Beech (2004) studied the MO of forty-one “professional” child
sex offenders (clergy, teachers, and social workers) who spent
time in a treatment center and found that most of them had
met the child outside of their workplace (77.5%) or took the
child away for a night (67.5%) in order to isolate him/her.
Leclerc et al. (2005) interviewed 23 men who had sexually abused
children while working in institutions (sports, schools, scouts,
etc.). To gain the victim’s cooperation, these men were more
likely to use non-violent grooming strategies such as gradually
desensitizing the child from non-sexual to increasingly sexual
touching. Most of these offenders had not used any strategies to

keep the victim silent. It has been suggested that the offenders’
authority over their victim and/or the victim’s feeling toward the
abusermight “naturally” deter the child from disclosing the abuse
(Leclerc et al., 2005).While previous research provides significant
insight on sex offenders working in various institutions, several
studies emphasized the importance of investigating the MO
and dynamics involved in SA perpetrated specifically in sport
(Brackenridge, 2001; Brackenridge et al., 2008; Fasting et al.,
2013). It has been previously suggested that characteristics and
manifestations of SA in sport may differ from those in non-
sporting contexts (Brackenridge, 2001; Parent and Bannon,
2012). Bearing in mind that perpetrators may adapt their MO
accordingly to situational factors and that sport has its own
subculture, norms and rules (Brackenridge, 2003; Parent and
Bannon, 2012), it appears crucial to investigate SA perpetrated
in this particular context.

Coaches’ MO
Most studies on SA in sport have focused on victims’ risk
factors (Vertommen et al., 2016; Ohlert et al., 2020; Parent
and Vaillancourt-Morel, 2020) rather than on perpetrators’
characteristics and MO strategies used to commit those crimes
(Kirby et al., 2000; Leahy et al., 2002; Fasting et al., 2013;
Vertommen et al., 2017). The current (limited) body of
knowledge on coaches’ MO and behaviors is primarily derived
from qualitative studies based on anecdotal accounts and case
studies of victimized athletes. These studies have mainly focused
on grooming, which does not necessarily represent the whole
repertoire of MO strategies used by coach perpetrators of
SA (Brackenridge et al., 2008). Many athletes have reported,
in interviews, that their coach took advantage of certain
vulnerabilities (e.g., strained relationships with their parents,
mental health issues) to become closer to them (Cense, 1997;
Brackenridge and Fasting, 2005; Owton and Sparkes, 2017).
They started providing extra attention to a particular athlete
(Cense, 1997; Owton and Sparkes, 2017), and became the athlete’s
confidant (Bisgaard and Støckel, 2019). Some athletes mentioned
that their coach knew everything about them (Brackenridge
and Fasting, 2005) and compared him to a father figure or
even to God (Cense, 1997; Brackenridge and Fasting, 2005;
Owton and Sparkes, 2017). Athletes’ narratives often depicted
the coach as someone who holds an excellent reputation, thus
making him “fearfully respected” by everyone (Brackenridge
and Fasting, 2005). In some instances, athletes also noted a
shift in conversations, with their coach beginning to make
sexual remarks and asking questions about their sexuality and
intimate relationships (Brackenridge and Fasting, 2005; Owton
and Sparkes, 2017). Many athletes reported receiving massages
from their coach that gradually evolved to sexual touching
(Cense, 1997; Owton and Sparkes, 2017). While some coaches
encouraged their victims to remain silent (Brackenridge and
Fasting, 2005; Bisgaard and Støckel, 2019), most athletes have
not disclosed the abuse due to shame, fear of being kicked out of
their sport, not being believed, and positive feelings toward their
coach (Cense, 1997). In some accounts, the sport organization
was aware of the coach’s behavior, but refused to do anything
because they needed him to win (Brackenridge, 1997).
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To our knowledge, only two quantitative studies have
specifically investigated the variety of MO strategies used
by coach perpetrators of SA in sport (Toftegaard Nielsen,
2004; Brackenridge et al., 2008). However, these have focused
exclusively on one specific stage of the coaches’ MO, namely,
gaining the victim’s cooperation. Toftegaard Nielsen (2004)
studied 160 criminal and legal cases involving 40 Danish coaches
who perpetrated sexual crimes (e.g., pornography, sexual abuse)
between 1980 and 2002. In 90% of the cases, perpetrators
used rewards and privileges to gain the victim’s cooperation
while in 40% of the cases, perpetrators gave alcohol to the
athlete. Brackenridge et al. (2008) studied 159 cases of coaches’
SA reported in journal articles. Although strategies used by
coaches were cross tabulated by victim gender, no statistically
significant associations were found in their study due to a lack
of information in media reports. However, general trends were
highlighted. Among others, they found that coaches who had
abused female victims tended to be more “intimate” because
they more often relied on seductive strategies (e.g., forming
a relationship with their athlete) compared to coaches with
male victims who appeared more “aggressive” and resorted to
strategies such as showing pornography and giving alcohol in
order to gain victims’ cooperation. Brackenridge et al.’s (2008)
findings, therefore, suggest that MO strategies used by coaches
may vary depending on the gender of the victim. However, more
studies are needed to confirm these possible associations.

Influences and Adaptations of

Coaches’ MO
Previous literature on sex offenders has shown that the gender
of the victims, situational variables, offender-victim interactions,
and preventive measures may influence the MO of sex offenders
(Leclerc et al., 2009b, 2013; Deslauriers-Varin and Beauregard,
2010; Chopin and Beauregard, 2020). Studies on the perpetration
of SA in sport were mostly based on anecdotal accounts of female
victims. Thus, little is known about patterns involved in the
victimization of males (Cense, 1997; Cense and Brackenridge,
2001; Hartill, 2005; Parent and Bannon, 2012) and the possible
discrepancies of MO strategies used with female or male victims
in sport remain understudied.

The influence of sport level on coaches’ MO also remains
uninvestigated. Considering that most athletes who recounted
their experiences of SA in previous qualitative studies were
at the elite sport-level, there is a lack of information on SA
perpetrated in grassroots sports. However, it is possible that
relational dynamics at play in the coach-athlete relationship in
elite levels have an impact on MO strategies used by coaches.
For instance, many elite athletes mention being dependent on
their coach to achieve success in their sport and willing to
do anything to win and please their coach (Fasting and Sand,
2015; Bjørnseth and Szabo, 2018). Elite coaches have usually
built a strong reputation and hold an impressive track record.
Therefore, because they are seen as “experts”, their methods
to achieve success often go unquestioned by other stakeholders
(e.g., parents, sport administrators) which gives them significant
power over athletes. They often manage to intrude and control

almost every aspect of the athlete’s sporting and personal life
(e.g., nutrition, sleep, clothing, school, relationships; Stirling and
Kerr, 2009; Bjørnseth and Szabo, 2018; Wilinsky and McCabe,
2020). Given the particularities of the elite sport context and the
peculiar elite coach-athlete relationship, strategies used by elite
coaches to perpetrate SA may be different than those of their
non-elite counterparts.

Sex offenders may also adapt their MO according to
preventive measures that are implemented (Cusson, 2007;
Deslauriers-Varin and Blais, 2019). Prevention policies in sport
gained momentum in the early 2000s (Brackenridge, 2001).
Although not documented at this time, there may be differences
in the MO strategies used by coaches before and after the advent
of preventive measures. In addition, new technologies (e.g., social
media) have recently emerged, creating new opportunities to
access and contact potential victims (Sanderson and Weathers,
2020). Thus, it appears crucial in terms of prevention to examine
the similarities and discrepancies in coaches’MO across the years.

Aim of the Study
Taking into consideration that gaining a deeper understanding
of the whole MO process is paramount to developing effective
prevention measures, more research needs to be conducted on
this topic. To our knowledge, no studies have yet examined the
whole repertoire of strategies used by coaches to perpetrate SA
during all MO stages. Factors that may influence coaches’ MO
such as victims’ gender, sport level and year of first abuse, also
remain vastly unexplored. The current study aims to fill these
gaps by exploring the MO of coaches who perpetrated SA toward
athletes under their authority in a sport context. This study had
three specific objectives: (1) to describe the strategies used at
each stage of coaches MO; (2) to describe the influence of the
victims’ gender, coaches’ sport level and historical context on the
strategies used; and (3) to propose future avenues for prevention.

METHODS

Procedure
The current study is based on the analysis of court judgments
and media reports pertaining to 120 cases of SA perpetrated
by coaches in Canada. These documents have been identified
as valid sources to obtain information and study sex crimes
committed in a sport context (Brackenridge et al., 2008;
Vertommen et al., 2017). These include an important amount
of verified information and offer the perspective of both victims
and perpetrators unlike other sources (e.g., athlete narratives;
Fasting et al., 2013). Moreover, court rulings are based on legal
terminologies of SA, which provide clear definitions of what
constitutes abuse and offers the opportunity to cross-cases in
order to investigate the variety of strategies employed by multiple
coaches who perpetrated SA under the same legal jurisdiction
(Fasting et al., 2013). Hence, to gather relevant cases for this
study, an online search was conducted on four publicly available
legal databases (Canadian Legal Information Institute, Lexis
Advance Quicklaw, Société québécoise d’information juridique
and La Référence). The following terms were used, both in
English and French, to refine the search results: coach+ sex(ual)
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abuse/assault, coach + sex(ual) abuse/assault + athlete(s), coach
+ sex(ual) abuse/assault+ sport(s), professor/teacher+ sex(ual)
abuse/assault + athlete(s). To ensure that no judgments issued
by Canadian courts in civil or criminal matters were omitted, a
verification was made by narrowing the search by province and
territory. Subsequently, to pinpoint potentially relevant media-
covered cases, a search was performed on the Online Public
Library Eureka and Google using the same terms as those used
in the legal databases. When information on coaches’ MO were
reported in at least one recognized media source, it was deemed
reliable for this case to be added to the sample. A search was
also conducted using the identified coaches’ full names in order
to identify all journalistic reports available on these cases and
gain additional information on the cases selected to be part of
the sample. In sum, ∼2,000 court judgments and media reports
pertaining to 120 cases of SA perpetrated by coaches in Canada
between 1967 and 2020 were thoroughly examined to collect
data related to these coaches’ MO. Given the public nature of
court judgments and media reports, the current study received
an exemption from the Research Ethics Board of the institution
where the study was conducted. Details that could possibly lead
to the victims’ identification were not used in the current study.

Sample
To be included in this study, cases needed to fulfill specific
criteria: the perpetrator had to be (1) a male1 coach; (2) who
committed SA against at least one athlete who was under his
authority at the time of the crime; (3) who committed SA
with contact (e.g., sexual touching, penetration); and (4) for
which information was available in court judgments and/or
media reports to clearly describe the MO strategies. When
no information on coaches’ MO was mentioned in court or
journal documents, the case was excluded from the sample. Cases
involving a coach working in a non-organized sport context (e.g.,
physical education teacher, personal trainers) were excluded as
well as cases involving SA committed by a non-coaching staff
member in a position of authority (e.g., team doctor, referee).

The 120 coaches included in our sample perpetrated their first
SA offense on average at 33.6 years old (range = 17–73; SD =

11.4). Altogether, coaches had perpetrated SA against 331 athlete
victims, thus, resulting in approximately 2.8 victims per coach
(range = 1–17). These athletes were on average 13.6 years old
(range = 6–17; SD = 2.2) when they were abused by their coach
for the first time. In just over half of the cases (53.3%; n = 64),
coaches offended only against female victims while in about 44%
(n = 53) of the cases they only assaulted male victims. Three
coaches (2.5%) offended against both female and male victims.
Among the 331 victims, 133 (40.2%) were girls while 198 (59.8%)
were boys. Interestingly, fewer coaches perpetrated SA against
boys, but when they did, they victimized a larger number of them
(x̄ = 3.7 male victims per offender; x̄ = 2.1 female victims per
offender). Most coaches (62.5%) were involved at the regional
level at the time of the offenses, andmore than half (53%) coached

1Female coaches were excluded because they were too few and believed to be using

a different MO to commit their SA. A follow-up study will look at these cases

specifically.

in a “ball or object”2 sport (e.g., hockey, soccer). Further, given
that sex offenders may adapt their MO strategies accordingly
to preventive measures that are implemented (Cusson, 2007;
Deslauriers-Varin and Blais, 2019) and that the first programs to
prevent sexual exploitation in sport were developed in the 2000s,
the sample was separated into two groups: (1) coaches who had
perpetrated their first sex offense between 1967 and 1999 and (2)
those who did so between 2000 and 2020. In just under half of
the cases (45.8%; n= 55), coaches’ first offense occurred between
2000 and 2020.

Instrument
Based on previous work in the field of criminology and
sport sciences, a coding sheet was developed to capture
sociodemographic information on coaches, victims (athletes), as
well as on MO strategies. This coding sheet was developed based
on the revised versions of the Modus Operandi Questionnaire
(MOQ) proposed over the years. The MOQ was originally
developed by Kaufman (1991) to highlight the broad-spectrum
of sexual offenders’ MO behaviors. It follows a crime script
framework and, as a result, covers each stage of the crime
commission process. Over the years, modified versions of the
MOQ were developed to identify behaviors specific to child
sexual offenders (Leclerc et al., 2005, 2011; Erooga et al., 2019).
Even though, the MOQ has helped researchers gain important
insight into the MO of child sexual offenders, it has never
been used to investigate coaches who perpetrated sex crimes
against young athletes. The coding sheet developed for the
current study was therefore adapted to better reflect and integrate
the particularities and specificities of SA committed in a sport
context. In that regard, Brackenridge (2001) has developed
a four-stage grooming process model in which she proposed
to include a sport-specific stage to study sex offenders’ MO
in a sport context. This stage aims to assess MO strategies
used by coaches, to develop loyalty and exert control over
their athletes. Qualitative studies based on athletes’ accounts
of abuse at the hands of their coach, were also examined
to identify specific MO strategies, thus contributing to the
improvement of the study coding sheet (Brackenridge, 1997;
Owton and Sparkes, 2017; Bisgaard and Støckel, 2019; Prewitt-
White, 2019). Additionally, following a preliminary reading of
court judgments and media reports, themes related to coaches’
MO that emerged, but were not covered by past research or
instrument were also added to the coding sheet. This resulted
in a coding sheet including eight sample characteristics variables
(see Table 1) and 51 MO strategies divided under six MO
categories3 (see Table 2): targeting a potential victim, gaining
trust, developing dependency and exerting control, isolating
the athlete, gaining cooperation, maintaining silence. The 51

2Other coaches in our sample were involved in various types of sport: technical

sports (e.g., sailing; 11.3%); endurance sports (e.g., cycling; 9.6%); aesthetical sports

(e.g., gymnastics; 11.3%); and combat sports (e.g., judo; 14.8%).
3Strategies to avoid detection were classified under “strategies involved in multiple

MO stages” because they could not be linked to one specific category or stage of

the MO (i.e., was sometimes employed during various stages, such as gaining trust,

isolating the athlete, and maintaining silence).
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TABLE 1 | Sample characteristics.

Variables Mean (SD) range

Coaches’ age at first offense (years) 33.6 (11.4) (17–73)

Athletes’ age at first abuse (years) 13.6 (2.2) (6–17)

Number of victimized athletes per coach offender 2.8 (2.8) (1–17)

Period during which coaches perpetrated SAs against

athletes under their supervision (years)

5.8 (8.8) (0–48)

Time gap between first SA and first police report (years) 14.1 (14.3) (0–49)

Frequency (%)

Victims’ gender

Female 64 (53.3%)

Male 53 (44.2%)

Female and male 3 (2.5%)

Sport level in which coaches were involved

Regional 75 (62.5%)

Provincial 20 (16.7%)

National 13 (10.8%)

International 12 (10.0%)

Year at first offense

1967–1999 65 (54.2%)

2000–2020 55 (45.8%)

MO strategies investigated in the current study will be further
described in the following Results section.

Statistical Analysis
In-depth readings of the court judgments and media articles
for the 120 selected cases allowed the lead author to code4 and
analyze sociodemographic and MO strategies variables using
IBM SPSS 27.0. TheMO strategies were all coded as dichotomous
variables (0 = Absent; 1 = Present). In cases involving multiple
victims and events of abuse, strategies were coded as Present
when the coach had used them at least once (against any victim
and in one or more instances). This provided an exhaustive
description of all MO strategies used by coaches during their
crime commission. First, descriptive analyses were conducted
with all sociodemographic and MO variables included in the
study. Second, Chi-square analyses were then carried out to
investigate if the MO strategies used by coaches varied based
on: (1) the gender of victims; (2) sport level, and; (3) year of
the coaches’ first SA against an athlete. Considering the high
number of Chi-square tests performed and to minimize type 1
error, the Bonferroni correction was used.5 Given the number

4While the coding sheet was validated by all three authors, variables were all

coded by the lead author. Sustained discussions however occurred between the lead

authors and the second and third author throughout the coding process to ensure

its operationalization, reliability and agreement with the current knowledge and

procedures in the field. The lead author also coded all variables at two different

time points for intracoder reliability.
5The 0.05 threshold p-value was divided by the number of tests being performed

for each of these three sociodemographic characteristics. As such, the Bonferroni-

corrected p-value for the tested associations between all the MO strategies (51) and

(1) gender of the victims, (2) sport level, and; (3) year of the first abuse perpetrated

were: p < 0.001 (0.05/51).

of MO strategies included in the present study, only statistically
significant group differences, based on the Bonferroni-corrected
p-value, are presented in the Results section.

RESULTS

MO Strategies
The results of this study highlight the prevalence of 51 MO
strategies used by coaches during each MO stage (see Table 2).
In almost half of the cases (44.2%; n = 53) coaches admitted to
Targeting a potential victim by deliberately selecting a vulnerable
athlete as a victim (e.g., mental health issues, prior history of SA,
disability). The most common strategies used by coaches during
the Gaining trust stage were to establish emotional closeness by
becoming the athlete’s friend or confidant (69.2%; n= 83) and to
groom parents by befriending them, offering services or financial
help (38.3%; n = 46). In more than half of the cases (56.7%; n
= 68), coaches did not use any strategy to Develop dependency
and exert control over athletes under their supervision. However,
about a third of them (29.2%; n = 35) had an authoritarian
coaching style that made athletes feel intimidated. Strategies
involving emotional manipulation such as pitting team athletes
against each other (11.7%, n = 14) and physically assaulting
the athlete (10.8%; n = 13) were less often used by coaches.
Furthermore, taking the athlete to an isolated location aside from
the training site or their home (36.2%; n = 42) and taking the
athlete to their home for athletic or non-athletic reasons (e.g.,
showing a book on gymnastic techniques, inviting the athlete
to help replace light bulbs) (35.3%; n = 41) were the most
frequently used strategies during the Isolation stage. Surprisingly,
some coaches did not offend when they were alone with the
victim. In one out of five cases (21.6%; n = 25), someone had
witnessed the abuse while in 12.1% (n = 14) another individual
was directly involved in the abuse as a perpetrator or victim.With
respect toGaining the athlete’s cooperation during the abuse, more
than half of coaches gradually touched the athletes in a more
sexual way (60.0%; n = 72). Quite frequently (42.5%; n = 51),
coaches had normalized sexuality by making sexual innuendos
or asking questions about the athlete’s sexuality. Strategies such as
offering alcohol or drugs to the victims (19.2%; n = 23), bribing
the athlete with benefits, privileges, and gifts in exchange for
sexual favors (12.5%; n = 15) and perpetrating the abuse while
manually assisting an athlete in a sport movement (12.5%; n
= 15) were used less frequently by coaches in our sample to
facilitate the abuse. Most coaches (62.5%; n = 75) did not use
any strategy toMaintain the silence of the athlete after the abuse.
Interestingly, in 25% of the cases (n = 30), sport organizations
had been formally or informally made aware of the abuse but
did not make a report to authorities. Some coaches (24.2%; n =

29) also took special precautions to avoid detection of SA (e.g.,
locking the door, avoiding cameras, installing deleting messages
apps). In some instances, it was used to gain trust while in others
it was employed to isolate the victim or to maintain silence.

MO Strategies and Gender of the Victims
Table 3 shows that the gender of victims had a significant
influence on some of the MO strategies used by coaches to
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TABLE 2 | Coaches’ modus operandi stages and strategies used.

Modus operandi stages and strategies used Frequency % (n) present/yes

Targeting a potential victim (n = 120)

Targeting a vulnerable athlete (e.g., mental health issues, strained relationships with parents) 44.2% (53)

Gaining trust (n = 120)

Befriending the athlete, spending a lot of time with the athlete 69.2% (83)

Befriending the athlete’s parents, doing a favor for the athlete’s parents 38.3% (46)

Promoting his reputation, expertise, past successes 34.2% (41)

Giving gifts or special permission to the athlete unrelated to sport 30.0% (36)

Making the athlete feel special, “like the chosen one” 21.7% (26)

Using his charisma to charm the athlete, parents, and staff 18.3% (22)

Providing additional and individual training for the athlete 16.7% (20)

Requesting the athlete’s services to perform a job 14.2% (17)

Providing benefits, opportunities related to the athlete’s sport performances 13.3% (16)

Complimenting the athlete’s sports performances 12.5% (15)

Not using any strategy to gain trust 12.5% (15)

Developing dependency and exerting control (n = 120)

Not using any strategy to develop dependency and exert control 56.7% (68)

Having an authoritarian coaching style, telling the athlete that he/she needs them to succeed 29.2% (35)

Getting parents to relinquish some or all parental control to the coach 17.5% (21)

Humiliating the athlete individually or in front of other athletes 15.0% (18)

Controlling various aspects of the athlete’s personal life (e.g., sleep) 14.2% (17)

Controlling various aspects related to sports practice 13.3% (16)

Discouraging/forbidding romantic relationships and/or spending time with friends, family 12.5% (15)

Living in the same house as the athlete 11.7% (14)

Emotional manipulation, pitting athletes against each other 11.7% (14)

Physically assaulting the athlete (e.g., punching, slapping) 10.8% (13)

Isolating the athlete (n = 116)

Taking the athlete to an isolated location other than on the training site or their home 36.2% (42)

Taking or inviting the athlete to their home for sport or non-sport purposes 35.3% (41)

Spending a night with the athlete (e.g., share a hotel room, bed, etc.) 30.2% (35)

Taking the athlete to an isolated location on the training site 27.6% (32)

Perpetrating the abuse when there is at least one witness 21.6% (25)

Perpetrating the abuse when others) are present, but had their view blocked from seeing the abuse 15.5% (18)

Offering to drive the athlete somewhere 14.7% (17)

At least one other person is participating in the abuse (e.g., peer athletes) 12.1% (14)

Gaining cooperation (n = 120)

Gradually touching the athlete in an increasingly sexual way 60.0% (72)

Normalizing intimate relationships between coaches and athletes, asking questions of sexual nature 42.5% (51)

Exchanging sexual content with the athlete (e.g., letters, texts, photos) 25.0% (30)

Declaring love, being in a romantic relationship or acting as a “secret” couple 24.2% (29)

Providing alcohol or drugs to disinhibit the athlete 19.2% (23)

Taking advantage of the athlete’s sleeping state 16.7% (20)

Initiating sexual contact in the form of play 15.0% (18)

Offering or promising benefits in exchange of sexual favors 15.0% (18)

Other strategies (lying, making up a scenario or excuse, insisting at length) 14.2% (17)

Reassuring the victim that it will be okay, that they are not doing anything wrong 13.3% (16)

Integrating sexual contact into sport practice, pretending abuse is part of training 12.5% (15)

Threatening the athlete with a consequence (e.g., stop coaching) 12.5% (15)

Physically restraining, using force 11.7% (14)

Offering to provide sex education to the athlete 11.7% (14)

Showing sexually explicit material to the athlete 10.0% (12)

(Continued)
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TABLE 2 | Continued

Modus operandi stages and strategies used Frequency % (n) present/yes

Maintaining silence (n = 120)

Not using any strategy to silence the athlete 62.5% (75)

Sports organization is aware of the abuse but does not report 25.0% (30)

Asking the athlete not to tell anyone, saying it should remain a secret 17.5% (21)

Other strategies (e.g., asking the athlete to lie, offering gifts or benefits) 17.5% (21)

Threatening the athlete with punishment or making threats about physical safety 16.7% (20)

Strategies involved in multiple MO stages (n = 120)

Strategies to avoid detection 24.2% (29)

TABLE 3 | Comparison of MO strategies used for male and female victims.

Factors Female victims (n = 64) Male victims (n = 53) Group comparisons (n = 117)

+MO strategies

Making the athlete feel special, “like the chosen one” 35.9% 5.7% χ
2(1) = 15.38*

Phi = 0.36

Exchanging sexual content with the athlete 40.6% 7.5% χ
2(1) = 16.64*

Phi = 0.38

Declaring love, being in a romantic relationship or acting as a “secret” couple 42.2% 3.8% χ
2(1) = 22.95*

Phi = 0.44

Taking advantage of the athlete’s sleeping state 6.3% 30.2% χ
2(1) = 11.72*

Phi = 0.32

Initiating sexual contact in the form of play 4.7% 28.3% χ
2(1) = 12.42*

Phi = 0.33

+Bonferroni corrected p-value: 0.05/51 = 0.001, *p < 0.001.

commit SA. Three strategies were more likely to be employed
with female than male victims: (1) making the athlete feel special,
making them feel like the “chosen one” to gain trust [χ2(1) =
15.38; p < 0.000, Phi = 0.36], (2) exchanging sexual content
with their athlete [χ2(1) = 16.64 p < 0.000, Phi = 0.38], and
(3) making a love declaration or being in a romantic relationship
with them [χ2(1) = 22.95 p < 0.000, Phi = 0.44] to gain
cooperation. In comparison, two strategies to gain the athletes’
cooperation were more likely to be used with male than female
victims: (1) taking advantage of the athlete’s sleep [χ2(1)= 11.72,
p < 0.000, Phi = 0.32], and (2) initiating sexual contact in the
form of play [χ2(1)= 12.42, p < 0.000, Phi= 0.33]. For all other
strategies, no statistical relationship was found suggesting that
these strategies were used independently of the victim’s gender.

MO Strategies and Coaches’ Sport Level
Table 4 shows strategies used according to the sport level in
which the coach was involved during the period of the abuse.
Strategies such as making the athlete feel special [χ2(1) =

12.90, p < 0.000, Phi = 0.33], complimenting the athletes’ sport
performances [χ2(1) = 10.98, p < 0.000, Phi = 0.30], and
promoting their expertise [χ2(1) = 40.69, p < 0.000, Phi = 0.58]
to gain trust were significantly more likely to be used by coaches
at elite than non-elite levels. Furthermore, encouraging parents
to relinquish some or all parental control to the coach [χ2(1) =
32.42, p< 0.000, Phi= 0.52] and controlling the athlete’s personal
life [χ2(1) = 29.73, p < 0.000, Phi = 0.50] to develop loyalty

and exert control were strategies more likely to be associated with
coaches at elite levels while not using any strategy to exert control
was the only strategy employed more often by non-elite coaches
[χ2(1)= 45.96, p < 0.000, Phi= 0.42]. No statistical associations
were observed for any of the other strategies, implying that they
were used regardless of the sport level.

MO Strategies and Year of First Abuse
Table 5 highlights the distinction among strategies used by
coaches based on the year of their first known offense perpetrated
against an athlete under their supervision. Waiting to spend a
night with the athlete to isolate the victim [χ2(1) = 14.20, p <

0.000, Phi = 0.35] was more likely to be employed by coaches
who offended for the first time between 1967 and 1999 while
exchanging sexual content with their athlete [χ2(1) = 31.43, p <

0.000, Phi = 0.51] to gain cooperation was more frequently used
by those who did so between 2000 and 2020. With regards to all
other strategies, no statistical relationship was found, suggesting
that the use of these strategies was not influenced by the year of
first abuse.

DISCUSSION

Coaches’ MO
This study highlights the MO strategies used by coach
perpetrators throughout six MO stages. Our results will be
discussed in light of the existing literature and specifically tailored
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TABLE 4 | Comparison of MO strategies used based on coaches’ sport level.

Factors Regional/provincial National/international Group comparisons

(non-elite) (n = 95) (elite) (n = 25) (n =120)

+MO strategies

Making the athlete feel special, “like the chosen one” 14.7% 48.0% χ
2(1) = 12.90*

Phi = 0.33

Complimenting the athlete’s sports performance 7.4% 32.0% χ
2(1) = 10.98*

Phi = 0.30

Promoting his reputation, expertise, past successes 20.0% 88.0% χ
2(1) = 40.69*

Phi = 0.58

Getting parents to relinquish some or all parental control to the coach 7.4% 56.0% χ
2(1) = 32.42*

Phi = 0.52

Controlling various aspects of the athlete’s personal life 5.3% 48.0% χ
2(1) = 29.73*

Phi = 0.50

Controlling various aspects related to sports practice 2.1% 56.0% χ
2(1) = 49.75*

Phi = 0.64

Emotional manipulation, pitting athletes against each other 4.2% 40.0% χ
2(1) = 24.6*

Phi = 0.45

Living in the same house as the athlete 6.3% 32.0% χ
2(1) = 12.67*

Phi = 0.33

Having an authoritarian coaching style, telling the athlete that he needs him to succeed 14.7% 84.0% χ
2(1) = 45.96*

Phi = 0.62

Not using any strategy develop dependency and exert control 67.4% 16.0% χ
2(1) = 21.27*

Phi = 0.42

+Bonferroni corrected p-value: 0.05/51 = 0.001, *p < 0.001.

TABLE 5 | Comparison of MO strategies used based on year of first offending.

Factors 1967–1999 (n = 65) 2000–2020 (n = 55) Group comparisons (n = 120)

+MO strategies

Spending a night with the athlete (e.g., share a hotel room, bed, etc.) 45.2% 13.0% χ
2(1) = 14.20*

Phi = 0.35

Exchanging sexual content with the athlete (e.g., letters, texts, photos) 4.6% 49.1% χ
2(1) = 31.43*

Phi = 0.51

+Bonferroni corrected p-value: 0.05/51 = 0.001 *p < 0.001.

interventions to increase the perceived risk of committing SA
will be suggested. As previously observed in studies on child
sexual abuse in institutional settings (Leclerc et al., 2005) and
in sport (Brackenridge and Fasting, 2005; Owton and Sparkes,
2017; Bisgaard and Støckel, 2019), coaches mainly relied on
grooming strategies to gain the athlete’s trust and to gain their
cooperation during the abuse. Most of them established an
emotional proximity with athletes by befriending and spending
a lot of time with them (e.g., calling the athlete at all hours of
the day, discussing personal matters, taking the athlete out to
dinner) to gain their trust. This is congruent with testimonies of
victimized athletes that included athletes identifying their coach
as their best friend or someone who knew everything about
them (Cense and Brackenridge, 2001; Owton and Sparkes, 2017).
Given that it is considered normal for coaches and athletes to be
in close proximity, whether during informal (e.g., team parties)

or formal outings (e.g., competitions), it appeared relatively easy
for coaches to gain trust by befriending the athlete without raising
any suspicions (Brackenridge et al., 2008).

Once this “trusting” foundation has been laid, it was relatively
easy for coaches to take the athlete to an isolated location aside
from the training site or coaches’ home (e.g., wooden area,
isolated parking spot, hotel room). Previous studies in sport
have focused on contextual risk factors (e.g., location, context
surrounding the abuse) rather than on strategies used to isolate
the athlete before the abuse (Kirby and Greaves, 1997; Cense
and Brackenridge, 2001; Toftegaard Nielsen, 2004; Brackenridge
et al., 2008). Competitions away and social occasions not related
to sport were identified in earlier research as contextual risk
factors for SA (Kirby and Greaves, 1997; Brackenridge et al.,
2008) and coaches in our sample were likely to take advantage of
these opportunities to bring the athlete to an isolated area. Future
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studies should investigate the locations and context associated
with the MO of coaches. Further, safeguarding sport policies
should clarify the boundaries of the coach-athlete relationship
by discouraging coaches to spend time alone with one athlete
during activities outside of the sport context. Once alone with the
athlete, coaches in our study felt more at ease to shift the nature of
conversations toward sexual matters and to gradually touch the
athletes in a more sexual way to gain cooperation in the abuse.
As previously indicated by Brackenridge (2001) and Kirby and
Greaves (1997), some coaches in our sample took advantage of
sport-related opportunities (e.g., therapeutical massages, treating
an injury) to touch the athlete in an increasingly sexual way.
However, these results are in contradiction with Toftegaard
Nielsen’s (2004) findings that showed a high tendency among
Danish coaches to rely on giving rewards and privileges to
gain the athlete’s cooperation in the abuse. It is also worth
noting that some coaches in our sample used more aggressive
strategies or purposedly relied on the athlete’s altered state of
consciousness instead of resorting to grooming strategies to gain
the athlete’s cooperation in the abuse. For instance, some of them
took advantage of the athlete’s sleep or provided alcohol, drugs,
or medicine—in some cases without the athlete’s knowledge
(e.g., drink spiking)—to lower the athlete’s inhibitions, while
others employed more violent strategies such as force or physical
restraint to perpetrate the abuse. In that sense, coaches’ MO
tended to be different than perpetrators in other positions of
authority who mainly use grooming strategies. These results
also highlight the significance for future studies to focus on
all MO strategies used by coaches and not only non-violent
“grooming” strategies.

Our results showed that most coaches in our study did not
use any strategy to maintain the victim’s silence following the
abuse. Many athletes in our sample were under the illusion
of consenting to the relationship with their coach, which may
explain why coaches did not directly ask the victim to remain
silent. This is congruent with Leclerc et al.’s (2005) results, who
found that perpetrators in institutional contexts often did not
feel the need to prevent victims’ disclosure due to their authority
over their victim and the victim’s feelings toward the abuser.
As observed in prior studies (Cense and Brackenridge, 2001;
Brackenridge and Fasting, 2005), some athletes in our study
mentioned the reasons why they kept silent: they felt ashamed,
did not believe they were being abused, or feared losing their
sport or their coach’s attention.

Unfortunately, our results showed that athletes were not
the only ones who kept quiet about the abuse. Surprisingly,
some sports organizations were aware of the abuse but did
not report it. This dynamic may be explained by the fear
of false allegations, destroying the coach’s reputation, a lack
of knowledge regarding mandatory reporting of child sexual
abuse, ambiguity over what was deemed abusive behaviors
or a fear of backlash (Brackenridge, 2001; Brackenridge and
Fasting, 2005; Howard and England-Kennedy, 2006; Parent,
2011). Organizational tolerance such as bystander inaction and
a culture of silence were also identified as dominant social factors
that are conducive of SA in sport (Roberts et al., 2021). This
underlines the importance of investigating strategies used by

coaches not only with victims but also with other stakeholders
(e.g., parents, colleagues, administrators, medical teams). As
pointed out earlier by Bisgaard and Støckel (2019), the grooming
process in sports focuses solely on the coach-athlete relationship,
therefore omitting to examine the MO strategies employed to
manipulate or coerce individuals close to the athlete.

In stark contrast to other perpetrators in positions of authority
in institutional settings (i.e., teachers, priests), coaches in our
study appeared to use a larger repertoire of strategies to exert
control (Sullivan and Beech, 2004; Leclerc et al., 2005; Erooga
et al., 2012). Despite the fact that this MO stage has rarely
been identified in studies using the script model to capture
the whole crime commission process of sex offenders, almost
half of our sample used at least one strategy to exert control.
Examples include having an authoritarian coaching style that
made athletes feel intimidated, encouraging parents to relinquish
parental control, humiliating their athletes, controlling their
sporting and personal life (e.g., sleep, weight), living in the same
house as the athlete, playing mental games by putting athletes
in competition with one another and physically assaulting the
athlete. Considering that most coaches in our sample were
working at the regional or provincial levels rather than at
the national or international levels, these strategies may be
underestimated in the current study since they have been
associated with elite levels of competition. While questionable
practices and abuse of power of elite coaches may be tolerated
and justified as a way to develop an athlete’s full potential
(Brackenridge, 2001), it may raise red flags for coaches at non-
elite levels to start exerting control when no sport performances
are at stake. Given the lack of studies that have been conducted
on athletes performing at non-elite levels, this calls upon the need
to further investigate the experience of non-elite athletes.

Another interesting finding of our study was that some
coaches did not perpetrate the abuse while being alone with the
athlete. In some cases, someone witnessed the abuse (21.6%)
while in others (11.7%) at least one other person participated
in the abuse, the majority of whom were peer athletes. These
acts frequently happened while playing a game (e.g., strip poker,
fellatio contest) and young athletes were often called upon to
perform sexual acts on fellow teammates. The overt nature
of these SA often led athletes to see themselves as willing
participants. To our knowledge, no studies in sport have yet
discussed these strategies. Further, this has rarely been discussed
in studies on child sexual offenders in institutional settings.
Sullivan and Beech (2004) study showed that some professional
perpetrators admitted, during interviews, that on some occasions
they perpetrated SA on more than one victim at the same
time. These results questioned the presumption that perpetrators
always strive to avoid being seen by others when perpetrating
SA. In terms of prevention, these findings are interesting
because they suggest that coaches will sometimes abuse an
athlete while others—who may act as capable guardians—
are present. A capable guardian represents “any person who
has the capacity to interrupt the crime commission either
directly or indirectly” (Leclerc et al., 2015, p. 5). Reynald
(2010) identified three factors that help guardians intervene
and derail criminal opportunities: the willingness to supervise,
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ability to identify potential offenders andwillingness to intervene.
This highlights the importance of educating athletes and
parents, as well as all sport stakeholders who can act as a
capable guardian.

Covariates of Coaches’ MO
Our results indicated some discrepancies between strategies used
with female and male victims. In line with Brackenridge et al.
(2008) findings, declaring love to gain the athlete’s cooperation
in the abuse was significantly associated with female victims.
However, in contrast with earlier findings on coach perpetrators
(Brackenridge et al., 2008), that showed a tendency for male
victims to experience more “aggressive” grooming strategies
(e.g., being shown pornography), coaches with male victims in
our sample took advantage of the victim’s sleep and played
sexualized games. Ultimately, waiting for male athletes to be
asleep may have been a strategic choice for coaches to avoid
any physical confrontation with the athlete prior to the abuse.
Considering that males in our study are athletes with potentially
strong athletic capabilities, some of them might have physically
resisted if awakened, thus increasing the risk for coaches of
being unable to complete the abuse. With regards to initiating
sexualized games, some of these were instigated as a form of
diversion and aimed to disguise the abuse (e.g., squabbling
with the athlete) while others were blatantly sexual in nature
(e.g., playing strip poker). Although not often discussed in
prior literature on child sexual offenders, these games served
to mask the abuse by making it seem non-threatening and
somehow fun for the child (Pryor, 1996; Martschuk et al.,
2018). In our study, other individuals (peer athletes, friends,
etc.) were sometimes witnessing or directly involved in those
games, thus increasing the perceived normality of them. These
strategies used with male victims have yet to be discussed in
the literature related to SA in sport. Considering the differences
between coaches’ MO with male and female victims and the
lack of information on male victims of SA, future studies should
investigate male victims specifically and consider the possible
influence of victims’ gender on strategies used by coaches to
perpetrate SA.

Our results also showed that coaches’ sport level influenced
strategies aimed to gain trust and exert control. While not
using any strategy to exert control was associated with non-elite
coaches, strategies directly linked to sport were more likely to
be employed by elite coaches. They relied on strategies such as
complimenting the athlete’s sport performance and promoting
their coaching expertise, reputation, and past successes to gain
trust. Most of the time, this resulted in athletes and parents
worshiping and admiring the coach, with some of them even
comparing them to God or a king. Once elite coaches had
built trusting relationships, they were able to slowly encourage
parents to relinquish some form of parental authority to them
and gradually took over many areas of an athlete’s life such
as their diet/weight, sleep, clothing, education, social life, or
love/sex life. This results in the isolation of an athlete from
any support system outside of sport, thus reinforcing the
power of the coach and making it easier to control and abuse
them (Brackenridge and Kirby, 1997; Cense and Brackenridge,

2001; Wilinsky and McCabe, 2020). In more extreme cases,
some elite coaches lived in the same house as their athletes,
thus giving them full unrestricted access to their victims. This
highlights the extent of power that elite coaches hold over
their athletes, which perhaps may facilitate the perpetration
of SA. In that sense, MO strategies based on control used
by elite coaches differ from those of non-elite coaches. This
is also in contrast with the MO strategies normally observed
among offenders in positions of authority in other institutional
settings. Perpetrators in a position of power will more often
use grooming strategies instead of controlling, violent and
authoritative strategies in order to appear non-threatening to the
child (Sullivan and Beech, 2004; Leclerc et al., 2005; Lanning
and Dietz, 2014). As a result, they can more easily gain the
victims’ cooperation in SA by avoiding resistance and maintain
the on-going abuse for a longer period of time (Lanning
and Dietz, 2014). Non-violent grooming strategies are also a
strategic choice for offenders to remain undetected, compared
to more coercive and controlling strategies that increased
the likelihood of victims’ disclosure (Kaufman and Patterson,
2010).

Finally, our results suggest that only two MO strategies
used by coaches were influenced by the year of coaches’
first offense. While coaches who first offended after 1999
have more frequently exchanged sexual content to gain
cooperation, those who did prior to 2000 were more likely
to wait for an overnight sleep to isolate the victim before
the abuse. Rules regarding overnight stays and sleeping
arrangements were among the first preventive strategies
discussed in action plans and sport literature during the
1990s and early 2000s (Fried, 1996; McKay, 1997; Canadian
Hockey Association, 1998; MacGregor, 1998; Brackenridge,
2003). Given that sex offenders may adapt their MO strategies
accordingly to preventive measures (Cusson, 2007; Deslauriers-
Varin and Blais, 2019), early preventive efforts may have
decreased opportunities for coaches to be able to spend a
night with the athlete, potentially explaining why coaches
were less likely to resort to this strategy after 1999. With
respect to exchanging sexual content with athletes to gain
cooperation, a recent study showed that social media helps
coaches prepare their victims by slowly crossing the athlete’s
boundaries and by gradually testing their receptivity to sexual
activities (Sanderson and Weathers, 2020). When athletes
engaged willingly in these exchanges and did not report
them, coaches tended to become more comfortable and sent
sexual messages, photos or videos that eventually escalated
to in-person sexual encounters (Sanderson and Weathers,
2020). Thus, new virtual technologies emerging between
2000 and 2020s may have facilitated the transaction of
sexual content between coach and athlete. Establishing clear
rules regarding coaches’ behaviors online are imperative.
Although, making comments and asking questions on one’s
sexuality is forbidden in current policies, it should be
specified that this extends to virtual conversations (Coaching
Association of Canada, 2021). Coaches should prioritize
group conversations online and refrain from using apps on
which pictures and conversations are automatically deleted.
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Tracking athletes’ locations on social media should also
be prohibited.

LIMITATIONS

This study provided an important in-depth understanding
of the strategies involved throughout multiple stages of the
MO of coaches. However, given that a great deal of sex
crimes perpetrated in sport never reached the justice system
(Brackenridge, 2001; Fasting et al., 2013), cases included in our
study only represent the tip of the iceberg. Results should be
interpreted with caution considering that these cases have been
documented in newspaper articles and court judgments, thus
representing only the MO of coaches who have been detected
and arrested. It is possible that those who remain undetected,
employed other ormore effective strategies to avoid being caught.
Further, it is possible that coaches withheld or distorted certain
information intentionally to avoid harsher sentences. This may
be avoided in the future by conducting research interviews with
coaches who perpetrated SA in sport. Some evidence may not
have been made available publicly and victims may have retained
some grueling details. It is also worth noting that journalistic
reports may lack key information and only provide details on
specific cases or events of SA (Fasting et al., 2013). This study
also solely investigated the MO of male coaches and therefore
does not reflect the MO of female coaches who perpetrated SA
in sport.

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH

The aim of this study was to explore MO strategies of
coaches as perpetrators of SA, a neglected area in research on
sexual abuse in sport, until now. No prior studies investigated
all MO strategies involved in the whole crime commission
process of coaches who perpetrated SA in sport against athletes
under their authority. As previously observed in studies on
child sexual abuse (Leclerc et al., 2005), most coaches in
our sample groomed their victim by gradually touching the
athlete in an increasingly sexual way to gain cooperation.
However, coaches in our study appeared to use a larger
repertoire of strategies to exert control compared to other

perpetrators in positions of authority in institutional settings
(i.e., teachers, priests). Our study results, therefore, suggest that

the MO of coaches may be different from the MO of other
offenders in positions of authority in institutional settings, thus
highlighting the need, importance, and relevance of studying
this specific subgroup of offenders. Given that coaches’ MO
may be influenced by various individual characteristics and
situational factors, it may be interesting to study the MO of
female coaches. Future studies should also focus on the influence
of other variables on the coaches’ MO such as the nature
of the abuse, location (e.g., training sites, coach’s home) and
context (e.g., social activities, training sessions, competitions
away). Identifying different behavioral profiles of coach sex
offenders would also provide an in-depth understanding of
the decisions process involved in the crime commission.
Moreover, future studies should aim to compare coaches’ profiles
to those of other individuals in positions of authority in
institutional settings (e.g., priests, teachers) to further examine
the heterogeneity of behavioral patterns that exists within
institutional sex offenders.
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Sports injury prevention is an important part of the athlete welfare and safeguarding

research field. In sports injury prevention, sport-related concussion (SRC) has proved

to be one of the most difficult and complex injuries to manage in terms of prevention,

diagnosis, classification, treatment and rehabilitation. SRC can cause long-term health

issues and is a commonly reported injury in both adult and youth athletes around

the world. Despite increased knowledge of the prevalence of SRC, very few tools are

available for diagnosing SRC in athletic settings. Recent technological innovations have

resulted in different machine learning and deep learning methodologies being tested to

improve the management of this complex sports injury. The purpose of this article is to

summarize and map the existing research literature on the use of machine learning in the

management of SRC, ascertain where there are gaps in the existing research and identify

recommendations for future research. This is explored through a scoping review. A

systematic search in the three electronic databases SPORTDiscus, PubMed and Scopus

identified an initial 522 studies, of which 24 were included in the final review, the majority

of which focused on machine learning for the prediction and prevention of SRC (N = 10),

or machine learning for the diagnosis and classification of SRC (N = 11). Only 3 studies

explored machine learning approaches for the treatment and rehabilitation of SRC. A

main finding is that current research highlights promising practical uses (e.g., more

accurate and rapid injury assessment or return-to-sport participation criteria) of machine

learning in the management of SRC. The review also revealed a narrow research focus

in the existing literature. As current research is primarily conducted on male adolescents

or adults from team sports in North America there is an urgent need to include wider

demographics in more diverse samples and sports contexts in the machine learning

algorithms. If research datasets continue to be based on narrow samples of athletes,

the development of any new diagnostic and predictive tools for SRC emerging from this

research will be at risk. Today, these risks appear to mainly affect the health and safety

of female athletes.

Keywords: machine learning, sports-related concussion (SRC), deep learning, athlete welfare, sport injury

prevention, sport technologies, sport and health
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INTRODUCTION

Safeguarding and athlete welfare in sport have received increased
public and academic attention in the last decade (Nery et al.,
2021). Together, these terms encompass health and safety issues
related to topics such as gendered violence (Barker-Ruchti et al.,
2021), abusive coaching practices (McMahon et al., 2020), racism
(Manning, 2021), bullying (Parent et al., 2021), the legitimization
and stigmatization of disordered eating (Papathomas, 2019),
psychological abuse (Krahn, 2021) and the risk of sustaining
sports injuries (White, 2021). In the context of sports injuries,
sports-related concussion (SRC) represents an important subject
in that it can result in long-term health issues for athletes
(Gagnon and Ptito, 2017; Sindelar and Bailes, 2017). The
Concussion in Sport Group (CISG) defines SRC as: “a traumatic
brain injury that is defined as a complex pathophysiological
process affecting the brain, induced by biomechanical forces with
several common features that help define its nature” (McCrory
et al., 2017, p. 877).

For coaches and athletes, SRCs are notoriously difficult
injuries to manage, as the changes in the neurological function
associated with concussion are often rapid and resolved
spontaneously (Malcolm, 2020). Due to this, many SRCs can
go unreported and unrecognized by the athletes themselves and
their coaches (Ventresca and McDonald, 2020). The difficulty in
detecting this type of injury is part of the reason why SRC has
been called “a silent epidemic” (Carroll and David, 2012) and “a
contemporary crisis in sport” (Malcolm, 2020). There are also
cases where SRC is purposely left unreported, as contracting a
concussion will lead to athletes being suspended for set periods
of time in many sports. Therefore, coaches and athletes may
avoid reporting head injuries if they suspect a concussion, fearing
that it will result in the athlete being omitted from important
competitions. These complexities showcase how all studies on
the topic of SRC concern important aspects of athlete safety and
health in both adult and youth sport (Tjønndal et al., 2022).

SRC is a commonly reported injury among adult and youth
athletes around the globe and represents a safeguarding issue
in contact and non-contact sports at the elite and recreational
levels (Tjønndal and Wågan, 2021). Ferris et al. (2021, p. 1040–
1041) state that “up to an estimated 3.8 million sport-related
[...] concussions occur annually in the United States” alone.
Clinically, a concussion is known to affect an athlete’s memory,
reaction time and balance. A previous concussion may also lead
to athletes being prone to subsequent concussions, which could
result in cognitive impairment, depression or chronic traumatic
encephalopathy (Ventresca and McDonald, 2020). As a research
field, SRC has expanded significantly over the last 20 years. This
is reflected in the growth of systematic reviews of different sports
and age groups (e.g., Langlois et al., 2006; Clay et al., 2013; Pfister

et al., 2016), as well as sport-specific reviews (Gardner et al., 2015;
Mooney et al., 2020; Tjønndal et al., 2022), reviews on gender

differences (Dick, 2009), risk factors (Abrahams et al., 2014), the
effect of protective sports equipment (Benson et al., 2009) and
the use of wearable technologies in the detection of SRC (Schmid

et al., 2021). These studies and others reflect an increased research
interest in the management of SRC. In this context, we use the

term management to describe all aspects of SRC, including the
prediction, prevention, diagnosis, classification, treatment and
rehabilitation of the injury. Arguably, the growth of research on
SRC is a response to increased public awareness of the risks of
SRC and is a part of a wider movement of securing athlete welfare
in sport (Graham et al., 2014).

While the incidence of SRCmay vary between different sports,
it is difficult to assess exactly how common SRC is in sport and
among different age groups of athletes (McCrory, 2013). For
instance, in a systematic review of head injuries and concussion
in boxing, the studies included in the review reported between 10
and 70% head injuries of all the recorded injuries in the athlete
populations (Tjønndal et al., 2022). In another recent systematic
review of the prevalence of SRC across 12 youth sports, Pfister
et al. (2016) estimated that the overall incidence rate of SRC
was 0.23 per 1000 athlete exposures (AEs), varying from the
highest in rugby (4.18) and ice hockey (1.20) and the lowest in
volleyball (0.03) and baseball (0.07). These reviews showcase that
SRC is a complicated area of study in the field of athlete welfare
and safeguarding.

Despite the increased knowledge of the prevalence of SRC,
very few tools are available to immediately diagnose or measure
SRC in athletic settings. A commonly used diagnosis protocol
for SRC is the Sideline Concussion Assessment Tool (SCAT),
which combines both subjective and objective measurements and
takes between 10 and 20 minutes to conduct (Yengo-Kahn et al.,
2016; Echemendia et al., 2017). However, recent technological
innovations have resulted in different machine learning and
deep learning methodologies being tested to improve injury
prediction, prevention and diagnosis in sports (Jauhiainen et al.,
2021; Van Eetvelde et al., 2021).

Machine learning is a field of computer science that automates
analytical model building to reveal patterns in data to help
humans make better decisions (Cenek et al., 2018). Similarly,
deep learning is described as a class of artificial neural
networks that learn in an unsupervised manner. In health care,
these approaches are used to analyse medical data in disease
prevention, diagnosis, patient monitoring and the development
of new protocols (Patel et al., 2021).Machine learning approaches
can recognize patterns, trends and associations and are critical for
understanding SRC (Agoston, 2019). The emergence of machine
learning algorithms in medical practice and their capacity
to integrate thousands of biomarkers to build objective and
automated in vivo detection tools to support clinical diagnosis
of SRC is a promising development (Jordan and Mitchell, 2015;
Obermeyer and Emanuel, 2016). Put simply, the use of machine
learning techniques in sports injury prevention could provide
faster and more accurate ways of managing SRC in athletes in
a wide range of sports.

From this starting point, the purpose of the review is to:
(1) summarize and map the existing research literature on the
use of machine learning in the management of SRC and (2)
ascertain where there are gaps in the existing research and
identify recommendations for future research. We investigate
these research purposes through a scoping review of research
literature using the following three relevant academic databases:
SPORTDiscus, PubMed and Scopus.
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METHOD: SCOPING REVIEW

If we use the analogy of an ocean to express the current body of
knowledge on machine learning in the management of SRC, at
present there are no academic reviews to tell us: (a) the size or
shape of the ocean (i.e., prevalence), (b) in which direction the
wind blows and the waves travel (i.e., potentials for use) or (c)
which species (i.e., sports) are present in the ocean. As machine
learning in the management of SRC is a new scholarly field, a
scoping review is valuable for gaining an overview of the research
that has been conducted on this topic (Arksey and O’Malley,
2005). While scoping reviews do not typically include evidence-
based methodological processes [e.g., assessment of bias, rating
of level of evidence (LoE)] as recommended in the statement
guidelines for the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) (Tricco et al., 2018), they
are particularly helpful for understanding complex topics by
appraising literature with a wide range of different study designs
and methods (Peters et al., 2020). As SRC is often described as
one of the most complex injuries of the most complex organ
(Agoston, 2019), we find the scoping review to be a fruitful
methodological approach for our examination of the field.

According to Arksey and O’Malley (2005), a scoping review
is ideal for investigating the character and extent of research in
a particular domain or on a specific topic. The present review
was designed to summarize the current body of knowledge
on how machine learning is used in the context of managing
SRC. We chose a scoping review approach because the use of
machine learning for the management of SRC is a relatively
new topic in the sports injury field. As Bergeron et al. (2019, p.
1363) state: “the advent of using machine learning in addressing
the complexity of various human health challenges is only
recently underway.” Therefore, a scoping review is regarded as an
appropriate approach for our examination, in that it is a review
method that often precedes systematic literature reviews and is
frequently used to map novel research fields to identify research
gaps requiring further attention (Munn et al., 2018; Peters et al.,
2020). In the following, we present our search strategy, the
procedure of the scoping review and the study’s limitations.

Search Strategy
The literature search was guided by the PRISMA-ScR guidelines
(Tricco et al., 2018) and was conducted in October 2021 in
the three academic databases of SPORTDiscus, PubMed and
Scopus. These databases were chosen because they collectively
provide a comprehensive academic profile of machine learning
in the management of SRC in a wide variety of scholarly
disciplines (e.g., sports science, medicine, biomedical, neurology,
engineering, sociology, pedagogy, psychology).

The studies to be considered for inclusion in the review were
identified using the following search term: “machine learning” or
“ml” or “artificial intelligence” or “ai” or “learning algorithms” or
“learning systems” AND “concussion” or “head injury” or “mild
traumatic brain injury” or “mild tbi” or “mtbi” AND “sports” or
“athletics” or “athletes” or “players” or “sport” or “competition.”
No restrictions on publications dates were made in the search.

Although the intention was to include a wide profile of
research on machine learning in the management of SRC, some
eligibility criteria were applied. For inclusion in the review,
studies needed to (1) focus on machine learning approaches to
the management of SRC, (2) include data from athletes and/or
be original empirical studies conducted in the context of sport,
(3) be reported in peer-reviewed journals and (4) be written
in English.

Procedure of the Review
The initial search identified 522 articles. Two hundred forty
articles were identified from Scopus, 250 via PubMed and 32
through SPORTDiscus (Figure 1). The process for identifying
articles for inclusion in the final review can be divided into two
main phases. In phase 1, each individual study’s author(s) and
year of publication were recorded schematically. From this initial
list of entries, the second author screened the title and abstract
to identify relevant studies against the inclusion criteria. This
preliminary phase revealed that many of the identified articles
did not match the review’s aim or fulfill the inclusion criteria. For
example, a large number of hits were related to contexts other
than sport (e.g., hospital, traffic injuries), utilized animal samples
(e.g., mice, rats, piglets), or investigated the “phenomenon” of
SRC but did not consider the use of machine learning approaches
in its management. In those instances where the second author
was uncertain about including an article in the potential final
sample, the first author was consulted. In phase 1, duplicates
between the three databases were removed.

After the initial screening of titles and abstracts, 426 studies
were excluded, leaving a total of 96 studies for further analysis.
From this refined list, a more comprehensive assessment took
place in phase 2, where both authors performed the full text
screening of all the 96 articles. When assessing the full texts for
eligibility, it was apparent that several articles only mentioned
machine learning briefly but did not directly apply machine
learning to analyse SRC or present the findings from such an
approach. These articles were therefore excluded as they did
not meet the inclusion criteria. In addition, several studies were
considered according to the study sample or the use of non-
sporting datasets (e.g., to test/simulate effects of different head
impacts). For instance, in cases with both athletes (SRC) and
other concussion patients, at least 50% of subjects had to have
sustained their concussion in a sporting context in order for the
study to be included in the review. Any uncertainties or issues
that occurred during the process were resolved in discussions
between the two authors. After the full text screening, 24 studies
were ultimately included in the final review. The process of the
scoping review is illustrated in Figure 1.

Once the final list had been completed, we summarized
the following information about the included articles: year
of publication, title of the journal, participants (sex and
age), sample size, sports, geographical region the study was
conducted in, study design and methods, name of the machine
learning algorithm, key findings and how the machine learning
approaches were used in the management of SRC (three
categorisations: (1) diagnosis and classification, (2) prediction
and prevention and (3) treatment and rehabilitation). The

Frontiers in Sports and Active Living | www.frontiersin.org 3 April 2022 | Volume 4 | Article 837643112

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living#articles


Tjønndal and Røsten Machine Learning, Concussions and Sport

FIGURE 1 | Flow chart of the scoping review process, adapted from Page et al. (2021).

first author reviewed and amalgamated the work, while any
disagreements were discussed. This clarified our understanding
of the studies and was valuable to ensure consistency.

Limitations
Although this review provides insight into howmachine learning
can be used tomanage SRC in different ways, there are limitations
in our methodological approach. An important limitation is
that both authors are social scientists and that this topic is
dominated by research on medicine and engineering. When
discussing our interpretations of the different studies, working
in a dyad rather than a larger group of researchers may also have
been a limitation. For instance, being able to discuss the studies
included in the review with researchers in the field of sports
medicine may have been more productive. However, as this is
not a systematic review (and therefore does not aim to evaluate
LoE), we do not consider our social scientific backgrounds to be
detrimental to our analysis and findings. Finally, as the review
was restricted to peer-reviewed studies written in English we
excluded research reported in other languages thatmay have been

relevant to the topic. However, this was a pragmatic necessity,
given that the authors are only familiar with English and the
Scandinavian languages.

RESULTS

The presentation of the results is guided by the first purpose
of this scoping review, which is to summarize and map the
existing research literature on the use of machine learning in
the management of SRC. The scoping review of the databases
SPORTDiscus, PubMed and Scopus identified an initial 522 peer-
reviewed studies reported in academic journals (see Figure 1).
After applying the inclusion criteria to the titles and abstracts,
96 potentially relevant studies were included for full text
examination by both authors. From these, 72 studies were
excluded because they did not meet the inclusion criteria. There
were two main reasons for exclusion at this stage: (1) no athletes
were included in the sample (e.g., patients from non-sport related
concussions) and (2) no machine learning techniques were
applied in the study. This resulted in a final sample of 24 articles
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being included in our scoping review. The results of the scoping
review are summarized in Table 1. Complete references of the
included studies can be found in the reference list of this article.

Machine Learning for the Prediction and

Prevention of SRC
Of the 24 studies included in the review, 10 focus on the use
of machine learning in predicting and preventing SRC (see
Appendix 1). The studies in this management phase of SRC
are diverse in terms of methodological approach, sample and
aim. Three of the 10 studies focus on the role of biomarkers
in the prediction of SRC (Helfer et al., 2014; Seeger et al.,
2020; Fedorchak et al., 2021). For instance, Seeger et al. (2020)
studied youth ice hockey participants (aged 12–17 years) to
explore cytokine alterations following pediatric SRC. Their aim
was to determine whether a specific cytokine profile could predict
symptom burden and time to return to sports (RTS). Using
saliva cytokine samples, they determined that there is evidence
of alterations in saliva cytokine profiles that are associated
with increased symptom burden following SRC. Seeger et al.
(2020) therefore provide support for the feasibility of exploring
alterations in salivary cytokines in adolescent athletes’ post-
SRC and the potential to associate increased symptom burden
and recovery.

Other studies attempt to use machine learning to develop
new prediction models for SRC (Bergeron et al., 2019; Gabler
et al., 2020; Castellanos et al., 2021). For example, in their
study, Castellanos et al. (2021) carried out baseline assessments
of 15,682 participants and monitored them for SRC during the
subsequent season. This data was then used to develop a risk-
stratification tool capable of identifying athletes with an elevated
risk of SRC. The tool is based on a predictive algorithm for
SRC. Castellanos et al. (2021) contribution is clinically important
because it represents the first successful attempt to predict SRC
using baseline data from athletes.

Another notable exploratory contribution in this category of
the reviewed literature is that of Zhuang et al. (2021), who use
machine learning and simulation of force impacts to develop a
smart helmet prototype with real-time sensors that record blunt-
force impacts to the head. In their study, Zhuang et al. (2021)
found that the smart helmet prototype successfully achieved
a real-time sensing of concussive events and concluded that
the novel smart helmet system could serve as an early-stage
intervention strategy during a concussive event.

Overall, only one of the 10 studies categorized as prediction
and prevention apply a deep learning approach (Domel et al.,
2021), while the remaining 9 are conducted using machine
learning algorithms, such as RReliefF (Seeger et al., 2020),
XGBoost (DiCesare et al., 2020), Support Vector Machine (SVM)
(Helfer et al., 2014; Reynolds et al., 2018) and Adaboost (Gabler
et al., 2020).

Machine Learning and the Diagnosis and

Classification of SRC
Eleven of the 24 studies included in the review examine how
machine learning can be used in the diagnosis and classification

of SRC (see Appendix 1). Several studies are devoted to using
machine learning to create tools that classify SRCmore accurately
than the current approaches (Cai et al., 2018; Visscher et al., 2019;
Bazarian et al., 2021; Ferris et al., 2021). Some studies also attempt
to develop novel diagnostic tools to rapidly and objectively
detect SRC (Tremblay et al., 2017; McNerny et al., 2019; Shim
et al., 2020). One example is the study conducted by McNerny
et al. (2019), which uses a unique combination of simple
EEG measurements paired with advanced quantitative analysis
in order to develop a highly accurate injury assessment tool.
Studies such as those by Tremblay et al. (2017), McNerny et al.
(2019) and Shim et al. (2020) represent valuable contributions
to the field, in that developing tools that facilitate an accurate
diagnosis of SRC is of the utmost importance, especially as
many athletes and coaches under-report symptoms and “believe
it is fine to play through a concussion even with background
knowledge of the potential dangers” (McNerny et al., 2019, p.
6). The metabolic crisis that occurs in the brain following a
concussion makes the brain vulnerable to subsequent injuries
that could result in chronic brain disease. As McNerny et al.
(2019, p. 6) highlight: “the period of vulnerability is unknown as
it depends on many factors, such as severity, but it is clear that a
subsequent injury occurring prior to full physiological recovery
can be detrimental to the brain.” Therefore, it is important to
create a way of measuring the initial injury and the recovery of
that injury.

Two of the studies on the diagnosis and classification of SRC
engage in deep learning approaches (Wu et al., 2019; Thanjavur
et al., 2021). In their study, Wu et al. (2019) developed a
trained neural network that is capable of assimilating impact-
response samples to iteratively improve accuracy. Together with
sensors that measure the impact of kinematics on head collisions,
Wu et al. (2019) technique may enable a sophisticated head
injury model to produce region-specific brain responses. Wu
et al. (2019) and Thanjavur et al. (2021) studies showcase novel
techniques that may offer clinical diagnostic values to SRC, and
in Wu et al. (2019) case, even facilitate head impact sensors in
concussion detection via amobile device. This could be a valuable
way of mitigating the millions of SRC incidents worldwide every
year. The remaining 9 studies [excluding those ofWu et al. (2019)
and Thanjavur et al. (2021)] are based on machine learning
algorithms, such as TotalBoost (McNerny et al., 2019), Support
Vector Machine (SVM) (Falcone et al., 2013; Tremblay et al.,
2017; Raji et al., 2020), or Kohenn’s Self-Organizing Map (SOM)
(Visscher et al., 2019).

Machine Learning in the Treatment and

Rehabilitation of SRC
Only 3 of the 24 analyzed studies focus on how machine learning
can contribute to the treatment and rehabilitation of SRC (Cao
et al., 2008; Goswami et al., 2016; Bohsra et al., 2019). Both
Cao et al. (2008) and Goswami et al. (2016) investigated brain
abnormalities following concussive episodes and applied a SVM
classifier to train and test multichannel EEG (Cao et al., 2008)
or rs-fMRI (Goswami et al., 2016) data. Their findings, which
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TABLE 1 | Results of the scoping review.

References Aim Sample Methods & measures Findings

Bazarian et al.

(2021)

Validate classification

accuracy of the concussion

index in athletes.

N = 580 athletes (with and without

concussion) Age: 13–25, Sports:

football, soccer, basketball, lacrosse,

rugby. Region: North America

Prospective cohort study between February

2017 and March 2019. Multimodal, EEG based

Concussion Index including cognitive testing

and symptom inventories. ML-method: The

genetic algorithm.

Concussion index has high classification accuracy for

identification of the likelihood of concussion at time of

injury. Potential to aid in the clinical diagnosis of

concussion and in the assessment of athletes’ readiness

to return to play.

Bergeron et al.

(2019)

ML-approach to estimate

symptom resolve time within

7, 14 and 28 days in high

school athletes with SRC.

Data from the National Athletic

Treatment, Injury and Network (NATION)

injury surveillance program (2011–2014)

from 147 high schools in 26 states. N =

1,611 concussion incidents. Sex: Male

and female Age: N.R. (class year)

Sports: football, wrestling, field hockey,

basketball, soccer, lacrosse.

Region: North America

Cohort study. Symptoms were recorded based

on responses to an administered 17-item

yes/no checklist. Created three distinct

category thresholds of symptom resolution

time; within 7, 14, and 28 d. ML-method: 10

classification algorithms considered (Naïve

Bayes (NB), support vector machine (SVM),

5-nearest neighbors (5NN), C4.5 Decision Tree

(C4.5D and C4.5N), Random Forest (RF100

and RF500), multilayer perceptron and radial

basis function network).

ML demonstrated efficacy, while warranting further

exploration, in developing symptom-based prediction

models for practical estimation of SRC recovery in

enhancing clinical decision support.

Bohsra et al.

(2019)

Investigate the extent to

which our present

understanding of how mTBI

affects brain activity and can

be used to detect past

concussions.

N = 39 male adults: 19 retired Canadian

Football League athletes, the remaining

20 participants = control group. Sex:

male Age: mean age athletes (57.6),

mean age control group (53.7). Sports:

football

Region: North America

Three paradigm experiments. Self-report

questionnaires, EEG Recording and

pre-processing (Brain Vision Analyzer).

ML-method: Support Vector Machines (SVMs).

A combination of statistics of single-subject ERPs and

wavelet features yielded a classification accuracy of 81%

with a sensitivity of 82% and a specificity of 80%,

improving on current practice. The model was able to

detect concussion effects in individuals who sustained

their last injury as much as 45 years earlier.

Cai et al. (2018) Develop an accurate and

reliable injury predictor for

concussion classification.

N = 58 cases from NFL to simulate the

reconstructed head impacts using the

Worcester Head Injury Model (WHIM).

Age: Senior, Sports: football, Region:

North America

Voxel-wise WM fiber strains from the brain as

implicit features for concussion prediction

ML-method: SVM and RF as baseline

classifiers to benchmark the performance of

deep learning. ML-method: deep learning

network.

ML classifiers and deep learning outperformed all scalar

injury metrics across all performance categories. These

findings demonstrate the superior performances of deep

learning in concussion prediction and suggest its

promise for future applications in biomechanical

investigations of TBI.

Cao et al. (2008) Use ML to detect residual

functional abnormalities at

30-day postinjury with

multichannel EEG data.

N = 61 student athletes (27M and 34 F).

Age: 18–25. Sports: rugby and football.

Region: North America

Multichannel EEG set under multiple conditions

for assessments. ML-method: Support vector

machine (SVM) to identify athletes who suffer

from residual functional deficits after SRC.

SVM may be potentially used in clinical practice for

automatic classification of athletes with residual brain

functional abnormalities following a concussion episode.

Castellanos et al.

(2021)

Develop a predictive model

for sport-related

concussion.

N = 15,628. Collegiate athletes (63%)

and military cadets (37%). Age: 18–21

Sex: male and female Sports: baseball,

basketball, cheerleading, cross country

running, diving, track and field, field

hockey, football, gymnastics, ice hockey,

lacrosse, rowing, rugby, soccer, softball,

swimming, tennis, volleyball, water polo,

wrestling. Region: North America

Prospective design; Data from the CARE

Consortium Study between the 2015 to 2016

academic year. Participants completed Level A

(e.g., demographics, SCAT Symptom

Checklist) and B (e.g., reaction time, quality of

life) measures. Baseline data from 176

covariates including 957 features. ML-method:

A linear support vector machine (SVM) to

stratify subjects’ risk for SRC based on

baseline data.

The model identifies athletes and cadets who would go

on to sustain SRC with comparable accuracy to many

existing assessment tools and provides insights into

potential risk and protective factors.

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 | Continued

References Aim Sample Methods & measures Findings

DiCesare et al.

(2020)

Examine whether ML

classification of

sensor-recorded head

impacts could produce a

more accurate quantification

of season-long

sub-concussive head

impacts (SCIs) exposure,

and whether this would

result in pronounced

associations between SCI

exposure and longitudinal

changes to white matter

(WM) microstructure.

N = 46 female athletes Age: Mean = 16,

Sport: soccer. Region: North America

Prospective cohort study. Analyze; pre- and

post-season MRI-scans (N = 22, control

group), and video-verified head impact data (N

= 24, training group). ML-method: XGBoost.

The ML classifier performed best and provided a

superior means for removing spurious recordings and

allowed for greater sensitivity in exploring and quantifying

the relationship between SCI exposure and longitudinal

changes of WM and head impacts.

Domel et al. (2021) Present a deep learning

algorithm (MiGNet) to

differentiate between true

and false head impacts for

an instrumented

mouthguard sensor

(MiG2.0), and compare the

predictive power between

MigNet and support vector

machine (SVM).

N = 66 (i.e., 12 collegiate and 49 high

school athletes). Age: N.R. Sex: N.R.

Sport: football. Region: North America

Cohort study. Measures; an instrumented

mouthguard for measuring linear and angular

head kinematics during impacts. Included

video to verify head impacts (358 true and 500

false). ML-method: MigNet (a neural network

classifier) and SVM.

MigNet (96% accuracy) perform better compared to

SVM (91% accuracy).

Falcone et al.

(2013)

Explore the feasibility of

using speech analysis and

ML for detecting whether an

athlete is concussed.

N = 105 male athletes. Age: N.R.Sport:

boxing. Region: N.R.

Cohort study over the course of pre-, during

and post-assessments in a boxing tournament.

Data from a mobile application test and based

on speaking a fixed sequence of digits that

appeared on screen every 1.5 s for 30 s.

ML-method: Support Vector Machine (SVM).

Prediction results were verified against the diagnoses

made by a ringside medical team and performance

evaluation shows prediction accuracies of up to 98.2%

and precisions up to 78.8% This indicates that speech

analysis in combination with ML could be beneficial to

identify suspected concussion cases.

Fedorchak et al.

(2021)

Assess the ability of salivary

non-coding ribonucleic

acids (ncRNA) levels to

predict post-concussion

symptoms (PPCS).

N = 112 subjects with mTBI. Mixed

sample (49F) and 82 (i.e., 73%) of mTBI

are sports related.

Age: 8–24 (M.age = 16). Sport: N.R.

Region: North America

Cohort study and experimental design: the

sample divided into two groups based on

self-reported symptom scores (PPCS = 32,

and non-PPCS = 80). Measures:

medical/demographic characteristics via survey

at enrolment, ncRNA collected ≤ 14 days

post-injury, and follow-up ≥ 21 days

post-injury. Balance and cognitive test

performance were assessed at both these

time-points. ML-method: a radial support

vector machine (rSVM) algorithm.

The performance of model predicting PPCS status when

measuring ncRNA within 14 days of concussion

achieved an AUC of 0.83 and was superior to the

modified clinical risk score (AUC= 0.73). Saliva ncRNAs

biomarkers measured within 14 days of mTBI provide

prognostic information about risk for PPCS, tracing

recovery and predicting who will have prolonged

symptoms.

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 | Continued

References Aim Sample Methods & measures Findings

Ferris et al. (2021) Examine the validity of

Vestibular/Ocular-Motor

Screening (VOMS)

assessment tool and utilize

machine learning to deduce

the additive power of the

VOMS in relation to

components of the Sport

Concussion Assessment

Tool 3 (SCAT3) for SRC

detection.

N = 388 collegiate athletes (143 F and

245M). Age: N.R. (mean = 19.1).

Sports: N.R. Region: North America

Cohort-study; Data from National Collegiate

Athletic Association–Department of Defense

Concussion Assessment, Research and

Education (CARE) Consortium. Measures:

preseason and acute postinjury assessments

including modified SCAT3 and VOMS.

ML-method: an Ada Boosted Tree machine

learning model.

Incorporation of VOMS into the full SCAT3 significantly

boosted overall diagnostic ability by 4.4% (AUC = 0.848)

and produced a 9% improvement in test sensitivity and

3% specificity over the existing SCAT3 battery. The

results from this study highlight the utility of the VOMS

tool in acute concussion assessments.

Gabler et al. (2020) Develop and evaluate a

broad range of ML model

algorithms and predictive

features for their ability to

discriminate between head

impacts and spurious

events.

N = 21 collegiate athletes. Age: N.R.

Sex: Male. Sport: football

Region: North America

Cohort study over the course of 11 games

during the fall 2018 and 2019 seasons.

Measures; an instrumented mouthguard for

measuring linear and angular head kinematics

during impacts. Included video to verify and

assessments of head impacts. Five different

ML model algorithm classes were considered;

Classification and Regression Tree (CART),

Adaboost, XGBoost, The Random Forrest and

Support Vector Machine (SVM).

All the five models revealed good performance filtering

head impacts from spurious events on training dataset

from 2018 season (precision = 91.7–95.9%). The results

highlight the potential efficacy of the mouthguard sensor

for detecting 81.6% of the head impacts confirmed on

video, while the ML classifier achieved 100% recall at

98.3% precision. This indicates using sensor and ML

model is promising for classifying head impacts in

football.

Goswami et al.

(2016)

Examine the uncinate

fasciculus (UF) and

connected gray matter in

relation to behavioral

changes in retried

professional athletes with

multiple concussions.

Furthermore, to use ML to

test the predictive power of

diffusion imaging metrics

within the UF to discriminate

concussed athletes from

controls.

N = 36. Two groups; (1) Retired male

athletes with multiple concussion, N =

19. (2) Healthy males closely matched

for age and education level with no

history of or suspected concussions, N

= 17. Age: 30–74

Sport: football Region: North America

Explorative design. Measures;

neuropsychological assessments,

neuroimaging (MRI) and cortical thickness

analysis (CTA) to assess gray matter.

ML-method: SVM classifiers

UF diffusion imaging differentiates athletes from healthy

controls. These implicate the UF system in the

pathological outcomes of repeated concussion as they

relate to impulsive behavior. Furthermore, a SVM has

potential utility in the general assessment and diagnosis

of brain abnormalities following concussion.

Helfer et al. (2014) Develop an easily obtainable

biomarker for detecting

cognitive change by using

formant track dynamics and

coordination.

N = 32 high school athletes; 25 male

football players and 7 female soccer

players. Age: 15–18. Sports: football,

soccer. Region: North America

Cohort study; pre-, in- and postseason data.

Measures; Multimodal Early Detection

Interactive Classifier (MEDIC) system. Includes

scores from a series of cognitive tests

(ImPACT), along with speech features extracted

from audio recordings from a standardized read

passage. ML-method: A SVM-based classifier.

Findings demonstrate the use of vocal features during

read speech to detect changes in cognitive ability.

Detecting changes in cognitive status has potential

benefit, in that cognitive changes have been shown to

arise prior to clinically diagnosed concussions.

Furthermore, the high detection rate of the classifier

suggests it could be used as a screening tool to

determine readiness to RTP thereby lowering the

subject’s risk of subsequent injury.

(Continued)

F
ro
n
tie
rs

in
S
p
o
rts

a
n
d
A
c
tive

L
ivin

g
|w

w
w
.fro

n
tie
rsin

.o
rg

8
A
p
ril2

0
2
2
|
V
o
lu
m
e
4
|A

rtic
le
8
3
7
6
4
3

117

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living#articles


T
jø
n
n
d
a
la
n
d
R
ø
ste

n
M
a
c
h
in
e
L
e
a
rn
in
g
,
C
o
n
c
u
ssio

n
s
a
n
d
S
p
o
rt

TABLE 1 | Continued

References Aim Sample Methods & measures Findings

McNerny et al.

(2019)

Evaluate the accuracy and

potential benefit of including

EEG measurements in a

system that could provide

an immediate objective

mTBI assessment.

N = 85 (27 females, and 58 males). Two

groups;

(1) Subjects with a recent mTBI, N= 38

(2) Healthy control matched for age and

sex with no history of mTBI within the

last 5 years, N = 47. Age: 18–32. Sport:

N.R. Region: North America

Questionnaire, behavioral tests and

resting-state EEG using three frontopolar

electrodes. ML-method: TotalBoost algorithm

(analysis: leave-one-out-cross-validation).

The addition of EEG measurements boosted the

accuracy to approximately 91 ± 2% compared to 82 ±

4% from the symptom questionnaire alone. This

demonstrates the potential benefit of including EEG

measurements to diagnose suspected mTBI. A step

toward accurate and objective classification

measurements that can be implemented on the field as a

future injury assessment tool.

Raji et al. (2020) Determine whether edge

density imaging from MR

can separate pediatric mTBI

from typically developing

controls.

N = 24. Two groups; (1) Subjects with a

mTBI at least 1 month prior to

enrolment, N = 14 (2) Typically

developing controls matched in age,

handedness and education, N = 10.

Age: 10–16. Sex: N.R. Sports: 10 of 14

had sports-related causes (soccer,

skiing, basketball, water polo and

football). Region: North America

Experimental design. Measurements;

neurocognitive assessments including the

pediatric version of the California Verbal

Learning Test (CVLT) and the Attention Network

Task (ANT), and magnetic resonance imaging

(MRI) scan/assessments. ML-method: Support

vector machine (SVM) using linear kernels

(analysis; ROC and leave-one-out

cross-validation).

SVM-principal component analysis of edge density

imaging maps identified three white matter regions

distinguishing pediatric mild TBI from controls. This show

that edge density imaging is a new form of connectome

mapping that provides better diagnostic delineation

between pediatric mild TBI and healthy controls than

neurocognitive assessments of memory or attention.

Reynolds et al.

(2018)

Use rs-fMRI data to assess

effects of subconcussion on

metrics thought to represent

functional brain connectivity.

N = 72 males. Three groups; (1) High

subconcussive exposure (CF), N = 15

football players. (2) Medium

subconcussive exposure (OS), N = 28

soccer and lacrosse players (3) Low

subconcussive exposure (MC), N = 29

controls. Age: N.R. (mean = 20.3)

Sports: football, soccer, lacrosse.

Region: North America

Cohort study; pre- and postseason testing.

Measurements; resting-state functional

magnetic resonance imaging (rs-fMRI) to

assess changes in the brain. ML-method: A

linear support vector machine (SVM) classifier.

The paired SVM only found significantly high-class

accuracy for preseason-to-postseason ReHo changes in

the college football players (87%, p = 0.009). This

indicates that CF players’ local functional connectivity

changed over the course of a single season.

Seeger et al.

(2020)

Examine the utility of salivary

inflammatory markers

following SRC to predict

symptom burden and length

of return to sport (RTS).

N = 36 athletes (29 males, and 7

females. Age: 12–17. Sports: ice

hockey. Region: North America

Prospective exploratory cohort study.

Measurements; saliva samples collected within

72 h of injury and analyzed for cytokines. In

addition, participants’ characteristics, length of

RTP and symptom burden using SCAT3.

ML-method: The RReliefF feature ranking

algorithm.

The ML models used provided a specific cytokine profile

in conjunction with sex and a previous concussion

history that significantly correlated actual to predicted

scores for the number of symptoms and symptom

severity but not RTS. From these data, saliva cytokines

hold promise as a method to identify fluid biomarker

profiles for predicting symptom burden following SRC.

Shim et al. (2020) Propose a framework that

combines fine element (FE)

analysis with a machine

learning approach to

simulate mTBI as a result of

a direct impact to the head

for rapid prediction of brain

damage pattern after mTBI.

N = 33 males. Age: N.R. (mean = 20,3).

Sport: football. Region: North America

Experiment using data from cohort study (pre-,

during- and postseason). Measurements;

magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) scan to

develop a fine element model of the brain.

ML-method: A Partial Least Squares

Regression (PLSR) model using data from

different brain impact scenarios.

The PLSR trained model was able to predict the general

principal strain distribution patterns as well as the

location and magnitude of peak strains with an accuracy

of 95% and computational time of <10 s. This may play

an important role in developing an objective diagnostic

tool for mTBI that can predict the severity of head

impact.

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 | Continued

References Aim Sample Methods & measures Findings

Thanjavur et al.

(2021)

Develop a deep learning

long short-term memory

(LSTM)-based recurrent

neural network that is able

to distinguish between

non-concussed and

post-concussed adolescent

athletes using samples of

resting-state

electroencephalography

(EEG).

N = 62 male adolescents. Two groups;

(1) Athletes who had suffered a SRC, N

= 27. (2) Non-concussed and

age-matched athletes, N = 35. Mean

age: 14.1 Sports: N.R. Region: North

America

Explorative design. Measurements;

resting-state electroencephalography (EEG)

recordings as input. ML-method: A deep

learning long short-term memory (LSTM)-based

recurrent neural network classifier (ConcNet).

The ConcNet classifier consistently identified

concussions with an accuracy of > 90%. It correctly

identified the concussed participants and misclassified

only a small number of controls. This represents a

promising first step toward the development of an

easy-to-use, objective, brain-based, automatic

classification of concussion at an individual level.

Tremblay et al.

(2017)

Characterize the in vivo

signature of remote sports

concussions to provide an

objective diagnostic tool.

N = 30 retired male university-level

athletes. Two groups; (1) Subjects who

sustained SRC in early adulthood, N =

15, (2) Subjects with no prior history of

concussions, N = 15. Age: 51–75.

Sports: ice hockey and football. Region:

North America

Experimental design. Measurements;

neuropsychological testing, genotyping, and

multimodal neuroimaging evaluation.

ML-methods: four different classifiers. A linear

Support Vector Machine (SVM), A Step-wise

Penalized Logistic Regression, a Random

Forest and a LogitBoost.

ML classifiers trained to detect remote concussions

achieved detection accuracies up to 90%.

Visscher et al.

(2019)

Explore the use of ML for

novel insights into the

differences in phenotypes

between patients with

concussions based on

objective vestibular and

balance performance.

N= 96 subjects suspected of suffering

from a SRC or PCS (78 males and 18

females). Age: N.R. Sports: ice hockey,

ski, snowboard, handball, soccer.

Region: Europe, Switzerland

Exploratory study. Measurements; balance and

vestibular diagnostic testing, as well as

epidemiological and symptoms data used for

cluster analysis (N = 53 variables).

ML-methods: Kohenn’s self-organizing map

(SOM).

The SOM divided the data into one group with prominent

vestibular disorders and another with no clear vestibular

or balance problems, suggesting that artificial intelligence

might help improve the diagnostic process. This study

could be helpful in the future for improving assessment

batteries and diagnostic criteria.

Wu et al. (2019) Develop a deep learning

neural network to estimate

reginal brain strains instantly

and accurately using data

from head impact sensors.

Real-world datasets (measured/

reconstructed) collected from head

impact sensors (N = 3,069). Age: N.R.

(high school, college and senior). Sex:

N.R. Sports: football, boxing, mixed

martial arts. Region: North America

Exploratory design. Measurements; head

impact sensors converted into three regional

brain strains. ML-method: A convolutional

neural network (CNN) to convert a head impact

measured (10-fold cross-validation).

The CNN estimated regional brain stains with sufficient

accuracy. Together with sensors that measure impact

kinematics, the CNN may enable a sophisticated head

injury model to produce region-specific brain responses,

instantly. Therefore, this technique may offer clinical

diagnostic values to facilitate head impact sensors in

concussion detection via a mobile device. This is

important to mitigate the millions of concussion incidents

worldwide every year.

Zhuang et al.

(2021)

Simulation of force impacts

with bowling bowl on a

single FBG-embedded

smart helmet prototype

(football).

Development of new sports equipment

(protective head gear).

Exploratory. Development of a smart helmet

with a single embedded fiber Bragg grating

(FBG) sensor for real-time sensing of

blunt-force impact events to helmets.

ML-method: 7 machine learning models were

considered [Support Vector Machine (SVM),

Gaussian Process Regression (GPR), Random

Forest (RF), K-Nearest Neighbor

Instance-Based Learner (IBK), Elastic Net

Regression (ENR), Voting, and Additive

Regression-Random Forest (AR-RF)].

The FBG-embedded smart helmet prototype

successfully achieved real-time sensing of concussive

events. The use of ML-FBG smart helmet systems can

serve as an early-stage intervention strategy during and

immediately following a concussive event.
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are promising, could help clinicians with more accurate return-
to-sport participation criteria (Cao et al., 2008) or to predict
recovery following a SRC event (Goswami et al., 2016).

Bohsra et al. (2019) demonstrate the use of machine learning
as a methodological approach to utilizing the neurophysiological
markers found in group-level studies relating to the detection of
SRC in individual athletes. They identify a set of features that
can help to accurately detect past concussion in up to 81% of
retired athletes. Through this machine learning approach, Bohsra
et al., 2019 were able to correctly and accurately classify past
concussion even though the concussed athlete received their last
injury up to “45 years ago, which is far beyond the suggested
time frame of a few months for symptom resolution” (Bohsra
et al., 2019 p. 1498). Bohsra et al. (2019) represents a first report
of machine learning based analysis for the assessment of SRC
history decades after injury, which is a significant step in the
identification of chronic effects of concussion in athletes and an
important factor in the rehabilitation and treatment of long-term
health issues following SRC.

Both Bohsra et al. (2019) and Goswami et al. (2016) findings
have potential applications for treatment and rehabilitation, as
well as for the diagnosis and classification of SRC. As Bohsra
et al., 2019 ( p. 1498) state, their results: “can be used by health
professionals if machine learning tools like the one described
here are adopted as diagnostic aids in the future.” Goswami
et al. (2016, p. 10) also highlight that their work suggests “the
potential utility of machine learning for the diagnosis of brain
injury following concussions.”

DISCUSSION

The results of this scoping review suggest that although, the
use of machine learning for athlete injury prevention includes
a plethora of studies (Juhiainen et al., 2021; Van Eetvelde et al.,
2021), machine learning and the management of SRC is a
novel and somewhat underdeveloped research field. Most of
the studies in the review focus on predicting and preventing
SRC (n = 10) or diagnosing and classifying SRC (n = 11),
while only 3 studies explore the treatment and rehabilitation
of SRC (see Table 1 and Appendix 1). From an athlete welfare
perspective this makes sense, as one would prefer to prevent
SRC from ever happening, especially in youth sports. The focus
on developing accurate tools that coaches and athletes can use
to diagnose SRC appears to be especially important, as several
studies highlight the lack of objective tools to measure and
classify SRC symptoms rapidly (Shim et al., 2020; Thanjavur et al.,
2021).

The discussion is guided by the second purpose presented
for this scoping review in the introduction, which is to
ascertain where there are gaps in the existing research and
identify recommendations for future research. Therefore,
we first present an overview of the empirical study
characteristics of the reviewed literature (who is the research
on machine learning for the management of SRC based
on?), and secondly identify knowledge gaps and the need for
future research.

Study Context and Sample: Who Is the

Research on Machine Learning in the

Management of SRC Based on?
Current research on machine learning and the management of
SRC is mainly conduced on male, adolescent or adult athletes
from team sports in North America. As Table 2 demonstrates,
only one article has a female only sample. This is DiCesare et al.
(2020) study of female soccer players in North America. While
some studies have gender mixed samples, many of these report
a predominately male sample. For instance, Seeger et al. (2020)
report a sample of 29 male athletes and 7 female athletes. The
absence of studies on female athletes in research on machine
learning in the management of SRC reflects the sex data gap in
sport and exercise science research field. In a recent meta-study
of medical and physiological sport and exercise research, Cowley
et al. (2021) found that out of 5,261 publications and 12,511,386
participants, 63% of publications included both male and female
participants, 31% included males only, and 6% included females
only. In these studies there was a total of 8,253,236 (66%) male
participants and 4,254,445 (34%) female participants, across all
journals (Cowley et al., 2021). In other words, while women

TABLE 2 | Study characteristics of the reviewed literature.

N

Athlete gender Female 1

Male 8

Mixed 10

Not reported 5

Athlete age Child (3–5) -

Youth (6–11) -

Adolescent (12–18) 5

Adult (19+) 4

Mixed youth and adolescent -

Mixed adolescent and adult 3

Mixed youth, adolescent and adult 2

Not reported 10

Sports Boxing 1

Football 7

Ice hockey 1

Soccer 1

Mixed 11

Not reported 3

Region sample is

recruited from

North America 22

Europe 1

Not reported 1

Sample size <20 -

20–50 10

51–100 5

101–200 2

201–500 1

>501 2

Not reported 4
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are included as participants in sport science research generally,
and SRC injury research specifically, the numbers of female
participants are not equal to the quantity of male participants.
The sex data gap does, however, appear to be more extensive in
studies of machine learning for the management of SRC than
in the sport and exercise field generally (Cowley et al., 2021).
This may be explained by the relatively small number of machine
learning studies in the SRC research field (n= 24).

In terms of age, none of the studies in this scoping review
report a sample of children (age 3–5) or youth (6–11) athletes.
Five studies use data from adolescent athletes (age 12–18) and
four studies report on adult athlete samples (see Tables 1, 2).
However, 10 studies do not report the age of the athletes in the
sample at all (e.g., Falcone et al., 2013) and/or provide insufficient
information about age. For instance, Visscher et al. (2019) report
the median age, while Ferris et al. (2021) present the mean
age in their samples. This variability in the quality of reporting
an important variable such as age can create problems for the
generalisability of the findings.

Team sports dominate the data of the analyzed studies. These
sports include American football, ice hockey, soccer, basketball,
lacrosse, rugby, volleyball, water polo and handball. The most
prominent team sport is American football, with seven studies
dedicated to this sport (see Table 2), as well as being included
in 9 of 11 studies with mixed sports (Cao et al., 2008; Helfer
et al., 2014; Tremblay et al., 2017; Reynolds et al., 2018; Bergeron
et al., 2019; Wu et al., 2019; Raji et al., 2020; Bazarian et al.,
2021; Castellanos et al., 2021). While many individual sports are
included in the mixed samples, such as track and field (Helfer
et al., 2014; Castellanos et al., 2021), mixed martial arts (Wu
et al., 2019), snowboard (Visscher et al., 2019), skiing (Raji et al.,
2020), tennis (Castellanos et al., 2021) and wrestling (Bergeron
et al., 2019), there is only one individual sport with its own study:
boxing (Falcone et al., 2013). In the studies with data from a mix
of sports, it is often uncertain how many athletes from each sport
are included.

Twenty-two of 24 studies included in the review have been
conducted in North America (see Table 2). It is not uncommon
for research fields to be predominately based in the Global
North. Hence, we were not surprised to find that this is also
the case for the machine learning and SRC field. Still, we were
perhaps expecting more contributions from Europe. Only one
study in our review is conducted in a European sports context
(Visscher et al., 2019). Lastly, most of the studies in the review
report relatively small samples of athletes. Two of the 24 studies
report a sample of more than 501 athletes (see Table 2), and
although no studies report <20 athletes, 10 studies have samples
of between 20 and 50 athletes. This seems somewhat paradoxical,
as the advantage of machine learning is that it can analyse large,
complex and unstructured data and reveal patterns, trends and
associations that traditional methodological approaches cannot
(Agoston, 2019).

Publication Frequency and Scholarly

Discipline
There has been a dramatic increase in articles published on
the potential of machine learning for the management of SRC.
As seen in Table 3, there is a large increase in the number of

articles published from 2016 and onwards. Only one article was
published before 2011 (Cao et al., 2008) and only two were
published between 2012 and 2015 (Falcone et al., 2013; Helfer
et al., 2014). Looking at the scholarly field represented in these
studies, Table 3 shows that research on machine learning and
SRC is mainly published in engineering and medical journals.
Overall, six articles are published in engineering journals, seven
articles in general academic journals, and the remaining 11
articles in medical journals.

Research Agenda and Current Knowledge

Gaps
The use of machine learning for the management of SRC is
a relatively new area of research. The surge in publication
frequency on this topic since 2016 (see Table 3) indicates that
this is a growing yet still under-explored research field. The
potential of machine learning for the prevention, classification
and treatment of SRC is still unclear. A main finding from
our scoping review is that new methods of machine learning
analysis for the management of SRC are now being actively
explored in engineering and medical research. The small number
of published papers on the use of machine learning in the
management of SRC (n = 24) could also suggest that its value
is not yet apparent to the research community on safeguarding in
sports. From our review, it would seem that the potential value
of employing machine learning in the management of SRC is
still inconclusive.

As the field is novel and there is limited research on the topic,
pointing to clear directions for future research is challenging.
Nevertheless, we have three recommendations to make based
on our analysis of the 24 articles included in this review. These
are: (1) more investigations into the potential of deep learning,
(2) more diverse data sets to be analyzed by machine learning
algorithms and (3) a need for social scientific perspectives on the
implementation of novel technologies and tools created through
machine learning approaches.

The review demonstrates that there are almost no studies on
the treatment and rehabilitation of SRC and that there are only
a few select studies on the deep learning and management of
SRC. As Cai et al. (2018, p. 16) note: “the superior performances
of deep learning in concussion prediction and suggest its
promise for future applications in biomechanical investigations
of traumatic brain injury.” Still, it is worth noting that our
search string has been specifically focused on machine learning
and that there may be other research contributions on deep
learning that have not been identified in this scoping review.
Furthermore, the number of studies on evidence-based treatment
and rehabilitation for SRC remains sparse, which might explain
why there are so few studies on machine learning in the
management of SRC that addressing this topic.

Secondly, there is a lack of diversity in the samples in the
reviewed literature. A prominent limitation in current research
is the lack of empirical samples from sporting contexts outside
North America. As far as we can ascertain, no studies have been
conducted with data from athletes in Asia, Africa, South America
or Oceania, and there are almost no studies with data from
Europe. This does not mean that there is no research on machine
learning and the management of SRC from these continents, but
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TABLE 3 | Reviewed literature by journal and year of publication.

Journal 2008–2011 2012–2015 2016–2019 2020–2021 N

Annals of Biomedical Engineering 2 2

Brain Imaging and Behavior 1 1

Brain Structure and Function 1 1

European Journal of Neuroscience 1 1

IEEE Access 1 1

IEEE International Conference on

Acoustics, Speech, and Signal

Processing

1 1

IEEE Transactions on Neural Systems

and Rehabilitation Engineering

1 1 2

ISCA Proceedings of Interspeech 1 1

JAMA Network Open 1 1

Journal of Neurology 1 1

Journal of Neuroscience Methods 1 1

Medicine & Science in Sports &

Exercise

1 1

Pediatric Radiology 1 1

PLoS ONE 2 2

Scientific Reports 1 2 3

Sports Medicine 1 1

Sports Medicine - Open 1 1

The American Journal of Sports

Medicine

1 1

The Journal of Head Trauma

Rehabilitation

1 1

could simply mean that it is not currently reported in English.
Furthermore, there is a need for more investigations with data
from female athletes. The lack of studies on female athletes is an
issue that has been identified in other reviews of the SRC field
(Tjønndal et al., 2022). Additionally, many of the studies focus on
team sports, so there is less knowledge about machine learning
and SRC in individual sports. In other words, there is a need for
diversity in the athlete data analyzed by the machine learning
algorithms. Otherwise, the findings from this research field will
lose credibility among athletes and coaches over time.

Finally, the review has revealed that there are no social
scientific investigations into machine learning and the
management of SRC. As knowledge about the potential
applications of machine learning and deep learning for the
prevention, diagnosis and treatment of SRC progresses, there
will be a salient need for social science perspectives in this
research field. For instance, many of the studies included in
the review focus on the development of practical tools for the
different management phases of SRC. For instance, Wu et al.
(2019) estimate that the practical implication of their machine
learning technique may offer clinical diagnostic values that
could facilitate head impact sensors in concussion detection
via a mobile device. Zhuang et al. (2021) hope to develop
a new type of sporting equipment - a smart helmet. Both
these examples require athletes and coaches to embrace the
use of novel technologies and to manage them effectively.
However, current social scientific studies of athletes’ and coaches’

experiences of new sport technologies has demonstrated that
athletes and coaches are often dissatisfied with the usability of
new sports technologies and feel that such technologies do not
meet their needs (Trabal, 2008; Luczak et al., 2020). Machine
learning approaches to the management of SRC might also entail
new ethical issues related to coaching athletes. While machine
learning could bring new advances in terms of predicting the
risk of athletes contracting SRC, when should coaches draw the
line and take athletes off the field? Based on predictions from the
machine learning algorithms of previous SRC events, a coach is
likely to know when their athletes are at risk of serious injury.
However, as coaches only keep their job if they can provide
results and win competitions, the threshold for taking a star
athlete out of an important game is likely to be high. With
potential issues like these, social scientific investigations will be
needed in the future, in order to understand what athletes and
coaches need from novel procedures, equipment and tools based
on machine learning approaches for the management of SRC.

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this review has been 2-fold: (1) to summarize
and map the existing research literature on the use of machine
learning in the management of SRC and (2) to ascertain where
there are knowledge gaps in the existing research. This review
concludes that most studies on machine learning and the
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management of SRC have either focused on the diagnosis and
classification of SRC, or on the prediction and prevention of SRC.
Very few studies on the treatment and rehabilitation of SRC have
been identified in this review. The limited number of studies
on machine learning in the treatment and rehabilitation of SRC
might be explained by the broader lack of evidence-based studies
on treatment and rehabilitation for SRC.

In the prediction and prevention category, studies are divided
in two overarching categories. Some studies explore the role
of biomarkers in predicting and preventing SRC, while others
work toward the development of new prediction models for
SRC based on various machine learning approaches and datasets.
Contributions to the diagnosis and classification of SRC are
mainly devoted to developing novel diagnostic tools to detect
and classify SRC rapidly and more accurately than the currently
available diagnostic approaches.

Most of the reviewed studies employ machine learning
algorithms to analyse athlete injury data derived from male
athletes playing team sports in North America. As Zhang et al.
(2020, p. 1956) argue: “There is urgency for sex and gender
sensitive concussion research, as well as a need to develop better
and more accurate care strategies for wider demographics.”
From our review, it would appear that this also applies to
future research on the potential of machine learning for the
management of SRC. Research on machine learning in the
management of SRC mirrors the current sex data gap in sports
and exercise research (Cowley et al., 2021). However, such narrow
empirical data, at least in some cases, makes us question the
transferability and usability of these findings. There is also
a need for social science investigations of the usability and
implementation of new tools and sports equipment aimed at

athletes and coaches, given that previous studies indicate that
new sports technology is oftenmet with resistance and skepticism
by practitioners (Trabal, 2008; Luczak et al., 2020).

Further studies using more diverse athlete data for analysis
through machine learning algorithms may have the potential to
fill important knowledge gaps in safeguarding and preventing
injury. Addressing these gaps may also improve athletes’
welfare by reducing the risk of sustaining SRC, as well as
provide better treatment and rehabilitation from SRC. This
review indicates that there could be potential in exploring
the use of machine learning in the management of SRC.
However, if the datasets used in this research continue
to be based on narrow samples of athletes, there are
considerable risks associated with the development of any
new diagnostic and predictive tools for SRC emerging from
this research. Today these risks appear to mainly affect
the health and safety of female athletes of all ages. More
diverse athlete data is thus needed to ensure that the
development of such tools does not have unintended negative
consequences for the health and safety of female athletes around
the world.
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Some studies report that the sport context increases the risk of exposure to sexual
violence for athletes. In contrast, others indicate a protective effect of sport participation
against sexual violence, particularly among varsity athletes. Studies of sexual violence
towards varsity athletes are limited by their failure to include control groups and various
known risk factors such as age, graduate level, gender and sexual identity, disability
status, international and Indigenous student status, and childhood sexual abuse. The
purpose of the present study is to fill in these gaps to determine whether varsity athletes
are at greater risk than non-athletes of sexual violence towards them or whether, on the
contrary, involvement in a varsity sport is coherent with the Sport Protection Hypothesis.
Data for this article come from the ESSIMU study (Enquête sur la Sexualité, la Sécurité
et les Interactions en Milieu Universitaire), a broad survey of students, professors, and
other employees at six francophone universities regarding sexual violence on university
campuses. A total of 6,485 students with complete data on sexual violence, athlete
status, and gender were included in the study. From this total, 267 participants identified
themselves as varsity athletes. Data were analyzed using a series of logistic regressions
on each form of violence using athlete status as a predictor and characteristics
associated with sexual violence victimization or distinguishing between varsity athletes
and non-athletes as confounding variables. When considering all confounding variables
in the regression analyses on four yearly incidence rates of sexual violence, the results
revealed that being a varsity athlete did not significantly increase the risk of exposure
to sexual violence at university. All considered other variables were more significant
predictors of the past year’s risk of sexual violence victimization than athlete status was.

Keywords: sexual violence, varsity athletes, university, sport protection hypothesis, routine activity theory

INTRODUCTION

Sport is recognized as a positive development tool for young people (Holt and Neely, 2011).
In addition, various studies have shown the positive or protective effects of sport participation,
whether for physical or mental health (Eime et al., 2013; Jewett et al., 2014) or rehabilitation
(Rioux et al., 2020). Some studies point out that sport can also promote resilience in young people
exposed to various childhood forms of adversity (Romans et al., 1995; Asgeirsdottir et al., 2010).
However, the links between sport participation and sexual violence are sometimes contradictory.
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Some seminal work stated that the sport context is conducive to
sexual violence towards athletes (e.g., Brackenridge, 2001; Hartill,
2016). In contrast, other studies indicate a protective effect of
sport participation against sexual violence throughout life (Parent
et al., 2016), particularly among varsity athletes (Fasting et al.,
2008). Fasting, Brackenridge, and Sundgot-Borgen first proposed
an explanation of this “protection” effect by suggesting the Sport
Protection Hypothesis in 2003. This hypothesis is based on
the belief that athletes “develop strength, self-confidence, and
a sense of physical adeptness through their sports experiences”
(Fasting et al., 2003, p. 428) and that this could provide a
form of protection or defense against sexual violence. However,
studies on sexual violence and sport in university settings have
mainly focused on the risk of athletes committing sexual violence
rather than being exposed to it. Consequently, the current
body of knowledge does not allow a clear understanding of
sport participation’s role in sexual violence in the university
context. Studies of sexual violence towards varsity athletes are
also limited by their failure to include control groups and
various known risk factors for sexual violence in a university
context such as age, graduate level, gender and sexual identity,
disability status, international or Indigenous student status, and
childhood sexual abuse. The following sections describe the state
of knowledge on this issue.

Sexual Violence and Varsity Athletes
The literature on sexual violence in a university context has more
often reported the risk posed by athletes as perpetrators (McCray,
2019; Bonar et al., 2020) than the risk of sexual violence towards
varsity athletes. In a recent review of the literature on risk factors
associated with sexual violence in the university setting, Bonar
et al. (2020) concluded that being a member of a men’s university
athletic team was a risk factor for sexual assault perpetration.
Murnen and Kohlman (2007) explained that this could be due
to hypermasculinity values and level of aggressiveness in male
sport, those problematic values and behaviors being associated
with sexual violence. Indeed, it appears that male athletes adhered
to more rape myths and held more rape-supportive attitudes
than non-athletes (Boeringer, 1999; Sawyer et al., 2002; Young
et al., 2017). In contrast, studies that have examined the adoption
of sexually violent behaviors are not as straightforward as
those linking male athlete status and rape-supportive attitudes
(Murnen and Kohlman, 2007; Tharp et al., 2013). Boeringer
(1996) found that athletes did not engage in sexual violence
behaviors to a greater extent than non-athletes in a university
setting. Furthermore, another study identified that membership
in a sports team contributed to explaining only 1% of the variance
in sexual assault in a university setting (Koss and Gaines, 1993).
Conversely, Young et al. (2017) showed that college athletes
reported higher rates of sexual coercion than non-athletes.

While these findings are contradictory and deserve further
research, we can question whether the university sports
environment represents a risk factor for victimization for athletes.
In this regard, Bonar et al. (2020) concluded that male peer
affiliation such as with an athletic team represents a risk factor for
the perpetration of sexual violence in the university environment.
Given that some male athletes may more likely be perpetrators,

their peer athletes may be at increased risk because they more
often interact with them. The Routine Activity Theory (Cohen
and Felson, 1979) have been used in the past in sexual violence
victimization studies (e.g., Cass, 2007; Snyder, 2015; Davis
et al., 2021) and could explain this potentially elevated risk for
athletes. This theory explains the occurrence of crime by three
contributing factors. In the case of sexual violence, those would
be a motivated perpetrator (i.e., male peer athletes), a suitable
target (other athletes), and an absence of a capable guardian.
For the last factor, we know that the sport context has often
been singled out for its institutional tolerance of sexual violence
and other forms of maltreatment against athletes (Jacobs et al.,
2017; Parent and Fortier, 2018; Roberts et al., 2020). Based on
those factors and the literature presented above, there could be
more perpetrators in the sport environment, or a lack of capable
guardians given the greater adherence to rape myths in the
masculine sport environment.

Varsity Athletes as Victims
As already mentioned, several studies have focused on sexual
violence perpetrated by varsity athletes towards other students on
campus (see McCray, 2015 for a review), but, to our knowledge,
none has explicitly focused on the sexual violence against them
in a university context. Research with samples of university
student-athletes has mainly focused on harassment or sexual
assault of student-athletes throughout their life or their sporting
career (e.g., Chroni and Fasting, 2009; Ahmed et al., 2018).
The magnitude of exposure to sexual violence in the student-
athlete population varies between 21 and 64.4% (Van Niekerk and
Rzygula, 2010; Fasting et al., 2011, 2014; Rintaugu et al., 2014;
Ahmed et al., 2018). The perpetrators of this form of violence
are overwhelmingly peer athletes (Elendu and Umeakuka, 2011;
Rintaugu et al., 2014). Fasting et al. (2008) reported that 6.9% of
their sample of American university student-athletes mentioned
having been forced to have sexual relations in their lifetime.
Even though we do not have explicit knowledge of what varsity
athletes are exposed to in a university context in terms of
sexual violence, research shows that sexual violence on university
campuses affects a significant proportion of students (Banyard
et al., 2007; Krebs et al., 2007; Fedina et al., 2018; Bergeron
et al., 2019; Moylan and Javorka, 2020). Varsity athletes are
certainly not spared from the problem, but our knowledge in this
regard is minimal.

However, we know that some factors increase the risk of
sexual violence against athletes more broadly. For example, we
know that athletes who identify as a sexual minority report more
sexual violence (Vertommen et al., 2016; Parent and Vaillancourt-
Morel, 2021). Studies related to gender are inconclusive and
vary depending on the sample and methodology used. Some
found differences, showing that female athletes reported more
sexual violence (Vertommen et al., 2016; Ohlert et al., 2021),
and others did not, showing that female and male athletes
reported the same level of sexual victimization (Fasting et al.,
2008; Parent et al., 2016; Parent and Vaillancourt-Morel, 2021).
Age, level of performance, disability status, and type of sport are
characteristics that are also still inconclusively associated with an
increased risk of sexual violence against athletes across studies
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(e.g., see Vertommen et al., 2016; Ohlert et al., 2021; Parent
and Vaillancourt-Morel, 2021). One risk factor has frequently
been reported in the literature on sexual violence against athletes:
the power imbalance (formal and informal) between individuals
and the potential it creates for situations of abuse of power,
such as in coach-athlete and rookie-veteran relationships (Parent
and Fortier, 2018; Roberts et al., 2020). This means that, in the
university sport context, it could also be possible that varsity
athletes are at risk of being exposed to sexual violence within
these relationships. For example, abusive team cohesion events
intended to initiate rookies (namely “hazing”) are situations
where sexual violence and other forms of violence are reported
(Crow and Macintosh, 2009). Also, situations of sexual abuse
from coaches are reported in many studies (Toftegaard Nielsen,
2001; Sanderson and Weathers, 2020; Wilinsky and McCabe,
2021). Despite knowing that varsity athletes could be at risk of
sexual violence towards them in a university context based on our
knowledge of existing risk factors in sports, it is unclear if this
context is a risk or protective factor. The risk factor hypothesis
is supported by the Routine Activity Theory (Cohen and Felson,
1979), in contrast to the Sport Protection Hypothesis (Fasting
et al., 2008; Parent et al., 2016).

The Sport Protection Hypothesis
Fasting, Brackenridge, and Sundgot-Borgen first proposed the
Sport Protection Hypothesis in 2003. This hypothesis is based
on the belief that athletes “develop strength, self-confidence, and
a sense of physical adeptness through their sports experiences”
(Fasting et al., 2003, p. 428) and that this could provide a form
of protection or defense against sexual violence. In 2008, Fasting
et al. (2008) tested the Sport Protection Hypothesis, stating
that university student-athletes somehow benefited from some
form of protection against sexual aggression (penetrative sexual
intercourse against their will) compared to other students. The
results supported this hypothesis by documenting that university
student-athletes (women and men) reported significantly less
sexual violence during their late high school and early college
years than non-athletes. The authors explained this phenomenon
by two main factors or processes: (1) victims of sexual violence
may be less likely to join a university sports program, or (2)
a sports program or the practice of a sport inherently protect
athletes from being exposed to this form of violence (Fasting et al.,
2008). These results were corroborated by the work of Parent et al.
(2016), who showed that the odds of lifetime prevalence of sexual
abuse were 1.32 times higher for adolescents not involved in
organized sports than those who were. The results of Parent et al.
(2016) and those of Fasting et al. (2008) suggest that participating
in sports is a protective factor against the lifetime prevalence of
exposure to sexual violence.

Although innovative, these results remain fragmentary and
merit further research to counteract some limitations. For
example, because they tested the Sport Protection Hypothesis
using lifetime prevalence rates of sexual abuse and current athlete
status, there is a risk of confusing cause and effect or the timing
of events. Since childhood sexual abuse can occur long before
becoming an athlete, sport participation may not be protective.
Instead, it may be that those with past abuse are less likely
to become athletes. To test the Sport Protection Hypothesis,

we should thus strive to document sexual violence exposure
while being an athlete. Clarifying this antecedent would improve
current designs. Another important limitation of these studies
is the lack of control for known risk factors for sexual violence
victimization in the university context to account for potential
confounding variables. These should include belonging to an
ethnic, sexual or gender minority (Martin-Storey et al., 2018;
Eisenberg et al., 2021; Klein and Martin, 2021), having a disability
(Bergeron et al., 2016), being an international or Indigenous
student (Dion et al., 2021; Fethi et al., under review)1 or having
been sexually abused as a child (CSA) (Bergeron et al., 2016).

Aim of the Study
Studies on sexual violence and sport in university settings
have mainly focused on the risk of athletes committing sexual
violence rather than being exposed to it. Therefore, the current
body of knowledge does not allow a clear understanding of
the role that sport participation plays in sexual violence in
the university context. Studies of sexual violence against varsity
athletes are also limited by their failure to include control
groups and various known risk factors and their sole focus on
lifetime exposure to sexual violence. In addition, they sometimes
document childhood abuse and sexual violence in the university
context indiscriminately. The purpose of this study is to fill
the gaps from previous studies and determine whether varsity
sport participation is a risk or a protective factor for sexual
violence victimization in university. We will test these hypotheses
while controlling for other known risk factors for sexual violence
victimization to ensure that if a risk exists it is not better
accounted for by confounding factors. A secondary objective is to
determine whether the context of violence differs between varsity
athletes and non-athletes.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Procedures and Participants
The data for this article come from the ESSIMU study (Enquête
sur la Sexualité, la Sécurité et les Interactions en Milieu
Universitaire) conducted in Québec, a broad survey of students,
teaching staff and other employees at six francophone universities
regarding sexual violence on university campuses (Bergeron et al.,
2016). Varied strategies were used to recruit the sample. The
principal one was a massive email invitation to answer the online
questionnaire sent to the entire university community, using
the institutional email lists. The sole criterion for participating
in the survey was to be employed or studying at one of the
six universities during data collection (January to May 2016).
The survey obtained the approval of human research ethics
committees at the universities in question. The overall sample
consisted of 9,284 participants. A total of 6,485 students with
complete data on sexual violence, athlete status, and gender were
included in the present study. From this total number of students,
267 identified themselves as varsity athletes. Descriptive statistics

1Fethi, I., Daigneault, I., Bergeron, M., Hébert, M., and Lavoie, F. (under review).
Campus sexual violence victimization: a comparison of international and domestic
students. J. Int. Stud.
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TABLE 1 | Sociodemographic comparisons between varsity athletes and non-athletes.

Varsity Athletes Non-athletes

Total sample n (%) n (%) χ2 P Cramér’s Vb

Age (n = 6,369) 34.347 0.000 0.392

18–25 215 (82%) 3,919 (64%)

26–35 41 (16%) 1,622 (27%)

36+ 7 (3%) 565 (9%)

Undergraduate (n = 6,485) 211 (79%) 4,014 (65%) 23.614 0.000 0.060

Gender identitya (n = 6,485) 2.601 0.272 0.020

Female 187 (70%) 4,602 (74%)

Male 76 (29%) 1,504 (24%)

Non-binary/other – –

Sexual identity (n = 6,455) 2.951 0.229 0.021

Heterosexual 217 (81%) 5,222 (84%)

Sexual minorities 43 (16%) 871 (14%)

Uncertain/questioning 7 (3%) 95 (2%)

Disability status (n = 6,450) 0.181 0.913 0.005

Yes 28 (11%) 650 (11%)

No 229 (86%) 5,318 (86%)

Uncertain 8 (3%) 217 (4%)

Visible minority (n = 6,410) 16 (6%) 467 (8%) 0.890 0.346 0.012

Indigenous (n = 6,458) 39 (15%) 171 (3%) 114.801 0.000 0.133

International status (n = 6,469) 184 (69%) 575 (9%) 879.258 0.000 0.369

Childhood sexual abuse (n = 6,485)

Yes 63 (24%) 1,441 (23%) 0.786 0.675 0.004

No 186 (70%) 4,433 (71%)

Rather not answer 18 (7%) 344 (6%)

Sexual Violence Victimization at university (n = 6,485)

Sexual Harassment 102 (38%) 2,027 (33%) 3.645 0.056

Unwanted Sexual Behavior 52 (20%) 1,130 (18%) 0.291 0.589

Sexual Coercion 12 (5%) 185 (3%) 2.006 0.157

Sexual Violence (total) 111 (42%) 2,234 (26%) 3.534 0.060

Sexual Violence Victimization at university – past 12 months (n = 6,485)

Sexual Harassment 86 (32%) 1,523 (25%) 8.171 0.004

Unwanted Sexual Behavior 37 (14%) 762 (12%) 0.609 0.435

Sexual Coercion 10 (4%) 91 (2%) 8.694 0.003

Sexual Violence (total) 93 (35%) 1,692 (27%) 7.452 0.006

aCell sizes for this category were too small for comparison.
bFor effect sizes regarding sexual violence, please refer to the odds ratios related to the regression analyses in Table 2.

about the final sample of participants are presented in Table 1 in
the Results section.

Measures
The complete questionnaire was composed of 13 sections and
took an average of 15–20 minutes to answer. The two sections
of interest for the present study were the sociodemographic
measures described below and the sexual violence in the
university context survey.

Varsity Athlete Status
Athlete status was assessed using the following question: “Are
you part of an official university sports team as an athlete?”
Participants answered on a yes/no basis.

Confounding Risk Factors
Nine self-reported participant characteristics known as risk
factors were assessed and used as confounding variables in
analyses. Age was determined by one question with seven

possible answers (less than 17 years old; 18–25; 26–35; 36–45;
46–55; 56 and more; and rather not answer). Answers were
recoded into three groups: 18–25, 26–35, and 36 and more.
Underage participants were automatically redirected to the end
of the questionnaire and excluded from the study. Two questions
determined gender identity. Respondents indicated whether
they identified as a man, woman, non-binary person, or other and
whether their current gender identity differed from that assigned
to them at birth. Answers were recoded into groups: women,
men, and gender minorities. The term “gender minorities” refers
to individuals who either did not identify as a man or woman
or whose gender identity did not correspond to that assigned
to them at birth; trans and non-binary individuals were thus
included in “gender minorities.” Respondents indicated their
sexual identity among eight possibilities, recoded into three
groups: heterosexual, sexual minorities (homosexual, gay or
lesbian; bisexual; two-spirited; queer, pansexual or allosexual;
asexual), or uncertain/questioning. Level of studies was assessed
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using the following question: “Currently, what is your main
status at the university?” We included only participants who
answered “undergraduate student” and “graduate students” for
the current study.” International student status was assessed
using the following question: “Are you an international student
(foreign student)?” Participants answered on a “yes/no” basis.
Disability status was assessed using the following question: “Do
you have a disability or health problem that impacts your daily
life? This could be related to your physical condition, your mental
health, or any other health condition.” Participants answered on
a “yes/no/uncertain/rather not answer” basis. Visible minority
status was assessed using the following question: “Do you
consider yourself to be a “visible minority?” Visible minorities
are people other than Indigenous people who do not identify
themselves or are not perceived as white. Participants answered
on a “yes/no/rather not answer” basis. Indigenous status was
assessed using the following question: “Do you consider yourself
part of an Indigenous community?” Participants answered on a
“yes/no/rather not answer” basis on both questions on minority
status. Childhood sexual abuse was assessed using two questions:
Before the age of 18, “Has anyone ever touched you sexually
when you did not want to or forced you to touch sexually
anyone else?” and “Has anyone ever forced you to have sex
(including oral, vaginal or anal penetration) when you did not
want to?” Participants answered on a “yes/no/uncertain/rather
not answer” basis.

Sexual Violence
In the context of the present study: “Sexual violence is defined
as a sexual act that is committed or attempted by another
person without freely given consent of the victim or against
someone who is unable to consent or refuse.” (Basile et al.,
2014, p. 11). This definition from the Center for Disease
Control represents an umbrella term referring to multiple
manifestations such as sexual assault, exhibitionism, voyeurism,
sexual harassment, cyberstalking, unwanted touching, threats of
rape, sexual blackmail, and various forms of unwanted or non-
consensual sexual behavior. To measure sexual violence, a French
translation of the Sexual Experiences Questionnaire (SEQ,
Fitzgerald et al., 1999) was used. This 21-item scale was used to
describe three dimensions of sexual violence: sexual harassment,
unwanted sexual behaviors, sexual coercion, as well as total
sexual violence. Sexual harassment was defined as verbal and
nonverbal behaviors that include insults, hostile, and degrading
attitudes without the goal of sexual cooperation. This variable
was operationalized by eight questions (e.g., “repeatedly told you
stories or sexual jokes that were offensive to you”; “made insulting
or offensive comments with a sexual connotation”). Unwanted
sexual behavior was defined as offensive, unwanted and non-
reciprocal behaviors, including attempted rape and sexual assault.
This variable was operationalized by seven questions (e.g.,
“touched you in a way that made you feel uncomfortable”; “had
sex with you when you did not want to”). Sexual coercion
was defined as a type of blackmail often involving promises of
future considerations related to employment or studies. This
variable was operationalized by five questions (e.g., “has caused
you negative consequences because you have refused to engage

in sexual activity”; “let you see that you would be rewarded in
exchange for sexual favors”).

Respondents indicated on a five-point scale how many times
each of the 21 items happened to them since arriving at university
(never, once, two or three times, four or five times, and more than
five times) and whether each occurred at least once over the last
12 months. Taking into account that the distribution was non-
normal (i.e., the majority of respondents had not experienced
sexual violence), a dichotomous score was computed for each
dimension and a total score for their combined prevalence since
arriving at university (0 = never, 1 = at least once since arriving
at university). A past year incidence rate was computed for the
three dimensions and their combination (0 = never, 1 = at least
once over the last 12 months). Internal consistency was adequate
for these three dimensions (0.84, 0.83, and 0.86, respectively) and
the overall scale (0.89) (Bergeron et al., 2016).

Characteristics of University-Based Sexual Violence
Respondents who reported at least one event of UBSV answered
a series of questions concerning the characteristics of the
events. The first question concerned the contexts in which the
events occurred (e.g., during an initiation, during class-related
activities, online environment). The second set of questions
documented the characteristics of the individuals who committed
the UBSV (referred to as perpetrators): gender, status at the
time of the event (e.g., student, professor, executive), and their
hierarchical relationship to the respondent (inferior, equal, or
superior). Multiple choice answers were possible for the context
and the perpetrator’s characteristics, and all were recoded into
dichotomous variables (yes/no).

Data Analysis
Descriptive analyses were first conducted on all study variables
to determine whether they distinguished varsity athletes from
non-athletes (chi-square). The Sport Protection Hypothesis was
tested using a series of logistic regressions on each dichotomous
measure of violence. We included athlete status as a predictor
and all sociodemographic characteristics associated with sexual
violence victimization or distinguishing between varsity athletes
and non-athletes as confounding variables. There were 0.3%
of missing values for the overall data set. Less than 2% of
participants had missing values for each variable, and 4%
of respondents had at least one missing value. Such low
missingness suggests imputation would bring negligible benefits
(Schafer, 1999), specifically for logistic regressions, which are less
susceptible to bias from missing data (Bartlett et al., 2015).

RESULTS

The chi-square analyses comparing the sociodemographic
characteristics and the sexual violence against student-athletes
and non-athletes are presented in Table 1. Varsity athletes were
younger and more likely to be undergraduates, international and
Indigenous students than their non-athlete peers. The effect sizes
were moderate for age (Cramér’s V = 0.392) and international
status (Cramér’s V = 0.369) and small for graduate level (Cramér’s
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V = 0.06) and Indigenous status (Cramér’s V = 0.133). All
other characteristics (gender identity, sexual identity, disability
status, visible minority status, childhood sexual abuse – CSA) had
similar proportions among both groups. A higher proportion of
varsity athletes reported sexual harassment. The proportion of
varsity athletes and non-athletes reporting sexual violence since
their arrival at university was similar for the three dimensions and
their combination. Because there were no differences between
athletes and non-athletes on the university prevalence of sexual
violence since arriving at university, only the yearly incidence
rates were used for the remaining analyses.

Objective 1: Predicting Sexual Violence
Against Varsity Athletes
Results of the four logistic regression analyses on the yearly
incidence rates of the three dimensions of sexual violence and
their combination using varsity athlete status as a predictor
are presented in Table 2. Known predictors of sexual violence
victimization on campus and participant characteristics that
distinguish varsity athletes from non-athletes were included as
confounding variables (age, graduate level, gender identity, sexual
identity, disability status, visible minority status, international
student status, Indigenous status, childhood sexual abuse). The
four logistic regression models, including all predictors against
a constant-only model, were statistically significant. For the
combination of the three dimensions of sexual violence, the
model explained 12.4% of the risk of exposure to sexual violence
over the past year. The other three models explained 11.3% of
the risk for sexual harassment, 8.7% of unwanted sexual behavior,
and 6.9% of sexual coercion.

When considering all confounding variables in the four yearly
incidence rates of sexual violence, the results revealed that being a
varsity athlete did not significantly affect the risk of being exposed
to sexual violence at university. All considered, other known risk
factors were more significant predictors of the past year’s risk of
sexual violence victimization than athlete status was. Overall, age
and child sexual abuse were significant risk factors in all four
models. Graduate level, gender identity, sexual identity, disability
status, and international student status were risk factors in at least
one model. Visible minority status and Indigenous status, like
athlete status, did not reach significance levels in any models.

Many variables were associated with an increased risk for the
past year’s combined forms of sexual victimization regardless of
one’s varsity athlete status. Younger students, both for the 18–25
(3.06 times) and the 26–35 (2.02 times) categories were more at
risk than those in the 36++++ category. Female students were
1.66 times more at risk than males. Participants who identified
with the sexual minorities category were 1.83 times more at
risk, while those who were uncertain or questioning of their
sexual identity were at 1.90 times more at risk than heterosexual
participants. International students were 1.45 times more at risk
than domestic students. Students with a disability were 1.35 times
more at risk than students who did not have disability. Finally,
participants who were sexually abused as a child were 5.78 times
more at risk of victimization and those who were uncertain or

did not want to answer this question were 1.76 times more at risk
than those who had not experienced CSA.

Objective 2: Context of Violence Against
Varsity Athletes Compared to
Non-athletes
Analyses were conducted using only the sample of participants
who reported at least one form of sexual violence against them
(n = 2,307). Table 3 shows the results of the chi-squared analyses
comparing the contextual characteristics of sexual violence of
varsity athletes and non-athletes. Most students, including varsity
athletes, reported that the perpetrator was another student.
Whereas the reported proportion of other perpetrators was
similar, varsity athletes were seven times more likely to have
reported a sports coach than non-athletes (Cramér’s V = 0.130).
About half of students, including varsity athletes, reported sexual
violence during parties or social activities, excluding initiations
or in a teaching context (Cramér’s V = 0.102). Varsity athletes
were three times more likely to report sexual violence against
them in the sporting context and ten times more likely during
a sports initiation than non-athletes (Cramér’s V = 0.185). While
these three contextual factors were significantly different between
varsity athletes and non-athletes, the effect sizes are small.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of the present study was to determine whether
varsity athletes are at greater risk than non-athletes of being
exposed to sexual violence or whether, on the contrary,
involvement in varsity sport is coherent with the Sport Protection
Hypothesis. Our results show that when controlling for potential
confounding variables related to sexual violence victimization,
being a varsity athlete did not significantly increase or reduce
the risk of exposure to sexual violence at university overall and
over the past year. All considered other variables were more
significant predictors of the past year’s risk of sexual violence
victimization than athlete status was. Namely, being younger,
female, a sexual minority/questioning, an international student,
having a disability, and having experienced child sexual abuse
(CSA) were associated with an increased risk of the past year’s
combined forms of sexual violence victimization, regardless of
one’s varsity athlete status. These results align with prior research
on these risk factors (Bergeron et al., 2016; Martin-Storey et al.,
2018; Dion et al., 2021; Eisenberg et al., 2021; see text footnote 1;
Klein and Martin, 2021). The proportion of the past year sexual
violence rate that the models explain is less than 10%, indicating
that other risk factors should be considered. Thus, our study’s
results are not concordant with the Sport Protection Hypothesis
nor with sport participation being particularly conducive to
sexual violence victimization in the university context.

Sport Protection Hypothesis
Our results are not concordant with the Sport Protection
Hypothesis (Fasting et al., 2003) and previous work showing
less sexual victimization in athletes (Fasting et al., 2008; Parent
et al., 2016). In addition, the first explanation offered by
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TABLE 2 | Logistic regression analyses of university-based sexual violence in the last 12 months (n = 6,113).

Three dimensions combined Sexual harassment

B (SE) Wald χ2 P OR 95% CI B (SE) Wald χ2 P OR 95% CI

Constant −0.76 (0.15) 316.46 <0.001 −2.95 (0.17) 319.95 <0.001 0.05

Age (36+ – indicator) 78.24 <0.001 70.75 <0.001

18–25 1.12 (0.14) 63.15 <0.001 3.06 [2.32, 4.04] 1.19 (0.15) 61.29 <0.001 3.28 [2.44, 4.42]

26–35 0.70 (0.15) 22.66 <0.001 2.02 [1.51, 2.70] 0.83 (0.16) 27.53 <0.001 2.30 [1.68, 3.13]

Graduate (undergraduate – indicator) −0.13 (0.07) 3.51 0.061 0.87 [0.76, 1.01] −0.15 (0.07) 4.04 0.044 0.86 [0.75, 1.00]

Gender identity (male – indicator) 0.51 (0.08) 42.16 <0.001 1.66 [1.42, 1.93] 0.51 (0.08) 39.76 <0.001 1.67 [1.42, 1.96]

Sexual identity (heterosexual – indicator) 58.63 <0.001 56.65 <0.001

Sexual minorities 0.61 (0.08) 52.83 <0.001 1.83 [1.56, 2.16] 0.61 (0.09) 50.81 <0.001 1.83 [1.55, 2.16]

Uncertain/questioning 0.64 (0.22) 8.46 0.004 1.90 [1.23, 2.92] 0.65 (0.22) 8.57 0.003 1.92 [1.24, 2.97]

Disability (no – indicator) 11.30 0.004 10.59 0.005

Yes 0.30 (0.10) 10.09 0.001 1.35 [1.12, 1.63] 0.30 (0.10) 9.61 0.002 1.35 [1.12, 1.63]

Uncertain 0.22 (0.16) 1.86 0.173 1.24 [0.91, 1.70] 0.20 (0.16) 1.58 0.208 1.23 [0.89, 1.68]

Visible minority 0.01 (0.12) 0.01 0.945 1.01 [0.80, 1.27] −0.04 (0.12) 0.11 0.738 0.96 [0.76, 1.22]

Indigenous 0.26 (0.16) 2.57 0.109 1.30 [0.94, 1.79] 0.23 (0.17) 1.95 0.163 1.26 [0.91, 1.75]

International status 0.37 (0.10) 13.48 <0.001 1.45 [1.19, 1.76] 0.26 (0.10) 6.30 0.012 1.30 [1.06, 1.59]

Childhood sexual abuse (no – indicator) 223.08 <0.001 188.68 <0.001

Yes 1.75 (0.13) 187.51 <0.001 5.78 [4.50, 7.43] 1.52 (0.13) 148.42 <0.001 4.58 [3.58, 5.84]

Uncertain / rather not answer 0.57 (0.07) 63.36 <0.001 1.76 [1.53, 2.03] 0.60 (0.07) 68.28 <0.001 1.83 [1.56, 2.11]

Athlete status 0.04 (0.16) 0.08 0.784 1.04 [0.77, 1.42] 0.16 (0.16) 0.97 0.324 1.17 [0.86, 1.59]

Model χ2
(14) = 316.46, p<0.001 χ2

(14) = 112.14, p<0.001

Pseudo R2 (Nagelkerke) = 0.124 Pseudo R2 (Nagelkerke) = 0.113

Log likelihood = 6,578.32 Log likelihood = 6294.42

Unwanted sexual behavior Sexual coercion

B (SE) Wald χ2 p OR 95% CI B (SE) Wald χ2 p OR 95% CI

Constant −3.68 (0.22) 291.28 <0.001 0.03 −5.34 (0.50) 112.14 <0.001 0.01

Age (36+ – indicator) 51.45 <0.001 7.33 0.026

18–25 0.93 (0.19) 53.52 <0.001 2.54 [1.74, 3.70] 0.57 (0.44) 1.66 0.197 1.77 [0.74, 4.23]

26–35 0.25 (0.21) 1.40 0.236 1.28 [0.85, 1.92] −0.30 (0.52) 0.34 0.560 0.74 [0.27, 2.03]

Graduate (undergraduate – indicator) −0.13 (0.10) 1.85 0.173 0.88 [0.72, 1.06] −0.35 (0.28) 1.63 0.202 0.70 [0.41, 1.21]

Gender Identity (male – indicator) 0.74 (0.12) 40.08 <0.001 2.10 [1.67, 2.64] 0.34 (0.30) 1.30 0.254 1.41 [0.78, 2.54]

Sexual identity (heterosexual – indicator) 17.90 <0.001 2.17 0.339

Sexual minorities 0.45 (0.11) 17.84 <0.001 1.57 [1.28, 1.93] 0.39 (0.26) 2.17 0.141 1.47 [0.88, 2.46]

Uncertain/questioning 0.17 (0.29) 0.32 0.569 1.18 [0.67, 2.10] –a – – – –

Disability (no – indicator) 7.79 0.020 4.53 0.104

Yes 0.30 (0.12) 6.30 0.012 1.35 [1.07, 1.71] 0.58 (0.28) 4.39 0.036 1.78 [1.04, 3.06]

Uncertain 0.29 (0.20) 2.16 0.142 1.33 [0.91, 1.95] −0.09 (0.60) 0.02 0.879 0.91 [0.28, 2.30]

Visible minority 0.04 (0.15) 0.07 0.796 1.04 [0.77, 1.40] 0.37 (0.35) 1.14 0.285 1.45 [0.73, 2.88]

Indigenous 0.09 (0.22) 0.16 0.691 1.09 [0.71, 1.67] −0.74 (0.73) 1.02 0.313 0.48 [0.11, 2.01]

International status 0.58 (0.13) 21.42 <0.001 1.79 [1.40, 2.29] 0.18 (0.35) 0.26 0.607 1.20 [0.61, 2.37]

Childhood sexual abuse (no – indicator) 80.69 <0.001 20.20 <0.001

Yes 1.13 (0.14) 62.86 <0.001 3.11 [2.35, 4.11] 0.97 (0.38) 6.70 0.010 2.64 [1.27, 5.51]

Uncertain 0.54 (0.09) 33.39 <0.001 1.71 [1.43, 2.05] 1.00 (0.23) 18.18 <0.001 2.71 [1.71, 4.28]

Athlete status −0.39 (0.21) 3.32 0.069 0.68 [0.45, 1.03] 0.74 (0.43) 2.95 0.086 2.10 [0.90, 4.89]

Model χ2
(14) = 319.95, p<0.001 χ2

(14) = 112.14, p<0.001

Pseudo R2 (Nagelkerke) = 0.087 Log likelihood = 893.54

Log likelihood = 4,209.50 Log likelihood = 893.54

aThis category was invariant across groups and estimates are unstable/invalid.
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TABLE 3 | Sexual violence characteristics comparisons between varsity athletes and non-athletes reporting at least one form of sexual violence at university.

Varsity Athletes Non-athletes

n (%) n (%) X2 p Cramér’s V

Perpetrator status (n = 2,306)

Student 99 (90%) 1,866 (85%) 2.101 0.147 0.030

Teacher, director, supervisor 21 (19%) 423 (19%) 0.002 0.965 0.003

Sport coach 8 (7%) 18 (1%) 39.130 0.000 0.130

University staff excluding sport coach 9 (8%) 189 (9%) 0.24 0.877 0.003

Other (Client, patient, don’t know) 14 (13%) 319 (15%) 0.0274 0.600 0.011

Perpetrator gender (n = 2,288)

Female 33 (30%) 621 (28%) 0.493 0.974 0.015

Male 101 (92%) 1,995 (91%) 0.757 0.944 0.018

Non-binarya – –

Hierarchical status of perpetrator (n = 2,290)

Inferior 6 (6%) 108 (5%) 0.80 0.777 0.006

Equal 96 (89%) 1,906 (87%) 0.221 0.638 0.010

Superior 29 (27%) 546 (25%) 0.183 0.669 0.009

Context (n = 2,300)

Teaching context 49 (45%) 962 (44%) 0.46 0.830 0.004

During work, excluding teaching 12 (11%) 328 (15%) 1.293 0.255 0.024

During faculty or departmental initiation 23 (21%) 342 (16%) 2.345 0.126 0.032

Parties/social activities, excluding initiation 62 (57%) 1,183 (54%) 0.349 0.555 0.012

Sport context, excluding initiation 14 (13%) 77 (4%) 23.784 0.000 0.102

Sport initiation 11 (10%) 16 (1%) 78.437 0.000 0.185

Student involvement 18 (17%) 353 (16%) 0.012 0.911 0.002

Online 23 (21%) 416 (19%) 0.301 0.584 0.011

Other 17 (16%) 405 (19%) 0.578 0.447 0.016

aCell sizes for this category were too small for comparison.

Fasting et al. (2003) for the sport protection effect, namely that
victims of sexual violence may be less likely to join a university
sports program, is not supported by our results. We did not
observe significant differences between varsity athletes and non-
athletes regarding CSA victimization. The second explanation is
related to the fact that sport in itself protects athletes from sexual
victimization. Based on this second possibility, sport could be
a protective factor against revictimization later in life, such as
in the university context. However, our results do not support
this explanation either. Indeed, while both athletes and non-
athletes reported similar CSA rates, athletes were not less at risk
of experiencing sexual violence in a university context than non-
athletes.

Sport as Risk Factor Hypothesis Based
on Routine Activity Theory
If we cannot demonstrate support for the Sport Protection
Hypothesis based on our results, we cannot support the
hypothesis based on the Routine Activity Theory (Cohen and
Felson, 1979). Following this theory, varsity athletes could be
considered more at risk than other students on campus because
they are in frequent contact with other male peer athletes,
considered more probable perpetrators, and because of the
institutional tolerance of sexual violence in sports (Jacobs et al.,
2017; Parent and Fortier, 2018; Roberts et al., 2020). Despite
previous evidence showing that being a member of a men’s

university athletic team was a risk factor for sexual assault
perpetration (Bonar et al., 2020), our results showed that varsity
athletes were not more at risk of experiencing sexual violence
when controlling for other important confounding variables.
Based on this observation, we can postulate that interactions
with potential perpetrators (i.e., male peer athletes) do not
necessarily mean that other peer athletes become targets of those
perpetrators. Previous findings were contradictory, with some
showing that male athletes adhered to more rape myths and held
more rape-supportive attitudes than non-athletes (Boeringer,
1999; Sawyer et al., 2002; Young et al., 2017), while not engaging
in more sexual aggression behaviors than other groups in a
university setting (Boeringer, 1996). Another study identified that
membership in a sports team contributed to explaining only 1%
of the variance in sexual assault in a university setting (Koss and
Gaines, 1993). More research that would consider both the risk
of victimization and of perpetration of varsity athletes could shed
light on this issue.

Explaining Risk of Sexual Violence in
Athletes by Other Factors Than Varsity
Athlete Status
When looking strictly at the incidence of sexual violence in the
university context between varsity athletes and non-athletes, we
observed that a higher proportion of varsity athletes reported
sexual harassment (32 vs. 25%) and coercion (4 vs. 2%) over the
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past year, and more reported at least one form of sexual violence
over the past year (35 vs. 27%). However, this increased yearly
incidence rate seems to be primarily explained by other known
risk factors. More specifically, as varsity athletes were younger,
more likely to be undergraduates, Indigenous and international
students, these differences may explain the higher uncorrected
yearly rates. It does not appear to be because they were varsity
athletes that they reported more sexual violence, but because
they were more likely to report other known risk factors. This
result means that sport participation is not a protective or a risk
factor in our sample. The risk of experiencing sexual violence
in a university context for varsity athletes might be interacting
with individual and contextual factors unrelated to sport. Our
results are in line with new research findings indicating that, in
comparison to physical or psychological violence, sexual violence
in sports is not very well explained by sport-specific factors, such
as culture, norms, type of sport, level of sport, or hours of practice
per week. Indeed, Vertommen et al. (submitted)2 recently showed
that the main sport-factor predictors they used explained only
1% of sexual violence compared to 8% for physical violence, 10%
for psychological violence and neglect, and 12% for instrumental
violence. The results of Demers et al. (2021) also demonstrated
that only 1.4% of sexual violence experienced by athletes (from
peers) and 5.9% (from coaches) was explained by sport-specific
social norms. In their work, (see text footnote 2) pointed out that
more sexual violence-specific variables, such as social isolation or
health problems, need to be included in future research looking
at sexual violence in sports.

Context and Perpetrator Profiles of
Sexual Violence Experienced by Varsity
Athletes
The second objective of our study was to determine whether
the context and the profiles of perpetrators of sexual violence
differed between varsity athletes and non-athletes. Our results
showed that only three variables distinguished the two groups as
varsity athletes were more likely than non-athletes to report: (1)
sport coaches as perpetrators, (2) violence occurring in a sport
context, and (3) a sport initiation context. Those results are not
surprising as varsity athletes are more exposed to those contexts
and perpetrators. However, our results show that only 7% of
varsity athletes reported a coach as the perpetrator while most
reported another student (90%). These proportions are similar to
those of non-athletes in our study. Our data did not document
whether student perpetrators were athletes and thus if varsity
athletes were more likely than non-athletes to be victimized by
another athlete. Previous studies have suggested this using varsity
athlete samples where the most frequent perpetrators of sexual
violence against them were peer athletes (Elendu and Umeakuka,
2011; Rintaugu et al., 2014). Further research could deepen our
understanding of this question.

For both varsity athletes and non-athletes, most participants
reported that the perpetrator’s gender was male, at 92 and 91%

2Vertommen, T., Decuyper, M., Parent, S., Pankowiak, A., and Woessner, M. N.
(submitted). Interpersonal violence in Belgian sport today: young athletes report.
J. Sport Soc. Issues

respectively. This is in line with previous research in sport
(Bjørnseth and Szabo, 2018) and outside of sport (Dartnall
and Jewkes, 2013; Tharp et al., 2013; Smith et al., 2017).
A more surprising finding is that 30% of varsity athletes and
28% of non-athletes reported that the perpetrator gender was
female. Research on sexual violence in sport involving female
perpetrators is very limited. The study of Vertommen et al. (2017)
pointed out that although male perpetrators were predominant,
there was a notable proportion of female perpetrators in sport.
Their results showed that 9% of athletes identified female
perpetrators and 15% identified perpetrators of both sexes.
This is supported by qualitative studies showing that female
coaches or peer athletes could also be perpetrators (Johansson,
2018; Sanderson and Weathers, 2020). In another study, sport
participation was identified as a risk factor for sexual harassment
and sexual coercion in female high school students (Cheever and
Eisenberg, 2022). The authors underlined that male students were
proportionally more likely to be perpetrators but also pointed to
the gap in the literature concerning athlete female-perpetrated
sexual violence.

Similarly, results presented in our study show that Routine
Activity Theory (RAT) was limited in explaining the risk of
sexual violence for varsity athletes in university settings. Based
on this theory we postulated that varsity athletes would be
at increased risk of sexual victimization because they were
potentially more in contact with male athletes and that male
athletes’ status in university was associated with sexual violence
beliefs and behaviors. However, we found that varsity athletes
were victims of sexual violence not only by males but also by
females, albeit in a lower proportion. This finding challenges
the expectations set by RAT. The data collection did not
include various contextual characteristics that would have been
useful in furthering our understanding. For example, while
participants identified the gender of the perpetrator, we did
not ask their perpetrator’s athlete status. We also did not have
details about the participants’ own athletic involvement, such
as the type of sport practiced (team or individual, single or
mixed sex). Those characteristics could help better understand
the real risk posed by male varsity athletes towards other
athletes for sexual violence in university settings. Finally, as
Johansson (2018) stated, heteronormativity and predominant
male perpetrator – female victim stereotypes may prevent
looking closely at same-sex violence in sport. Results of some
prevalence data in sport shows that female and male athletes
are equally at risk of experiencing sexual violence (Parent
et al., 2016; Parent and Vaillancourt-Morel, 2021), meaning that
in sport, male to male sexual violence (or female to male)
could be more frequent than expected. In sum, further studies
should include more detailed contextual information that could
allow comparing female and male perpetrators in terms of
types of sexual violence committed and the related contextual
characteristics.

In terms of context, our results show that varsity athletes were
three times more likely to report sexual violence occurring in
the sporting context and ten times more likely during a sports
initiation than non-athletes. However, about half of students,
including varsity athletes, reported being sexually victimized
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during parties or social activities. It is possible that varsity athletes
also experienced sexual violence in sport-related parties or social
activities. However, our study did not document this level of
contextual detail as it was not specifically designed for athletes.

Strengths, Limitations, and Future
Research
The current study has several strengths. Most importantly, it
is the first to our knowledge that compares varsity athletes
with non-athletes’ risk of sexual violence on campus. Moreover,
these comparisons were conducted while controlling known risk
factors for sexual violence in a university context to account for
potential confounding variables. We were also able to document
in a more clearly delineated manner sexual violence before
becoming a varsity athlete (childhood sexual abuse) and sexual
violence while at university (since entering university and last
year). This improves on previous tests of the Sport Protection
Hypothesis. However, some limitations should also be noted.
Although the convenience sample was large and diverse, it did
not represent all university students. Moreover, it is possible that
students who had previously been abused had abandoned their
participation in sports. This would contribute to decreasing the
overall prevalence rates for varsity athletes as leaving sport is
one of the consequences of sexual violence reported by athletes
(Fasting et al., 2002; Fogel and Quinlan, 2021). Another limitation
of our study is that our questionnaire did not provide information
on the type of sport practiced by varsity athletes, which prevents
us from carrying out analyses according to the types of sports
practiced. Finally, the study prevented the inclusion of students
who might be athletes outside of university context. It would have
been pertinent to include in our analyses these athletes who are
not part of varsity teams but might still have experienced sexual
violence at their university.

In conclusion, while the current study is helpful to deepen our
understanding of varsity athletes’ risk of sexual violence in the
university context, much remains to be explored. The analyses
revealed that the context of varsity sport might not confer
protection against or represent a risk factor for all athletes. As
such, the study’s findings have cast doubt on the Sport Protection
Hypothesis and that the varsity sport environment is conducive
to sexual violence, which we hypothesized based on prior research
results and the Routine Activity Theory (Cohen and Felson,
1979). Further investigations should be conducted to determine
if subgroups of varsity athletes are more at risk of sexual violence
victimization. Our findings indicate we need more information
on varsity athlete subgroups such as undergraduates, Indigenous,
and international students to determine if they are more at risk
and, if so, why. Further analyses of potential interactions among
these intersecting risk factors and varsity athlete status need to
be conducted. This could help develop adequate and specific
preventative measures. A longitudinal study that would track
participants from their teenage years onward would also allow
for more robust evidence of the impact of sport participation.
Such study would indicate whether sport participation represents
a protective factor against sexual violence later in life or a context
conducive to developing rape-supportive attitudes and behaviors.
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In the context of sport, a growing body of research has reported the prevalence
of violence against athletes, including sexual, physical, and psychological violence
and neglect, experienced by both women and men in sport. Preliminary research
has reported that gender-diverse individuals, specifically transgender athletes, may
have a greater vulnerability to experiences of violence in sport, but this remains an
under-researched population. In addition to limited research specifically on violence
experienced by transgender athletes in sport, there is also only emerging research on
virtual violence against athletes, with previous research on virtual violence in sporting
spaces highlighting how online spaces are sites that can foster widespread hostility
and violence. This study builds on previous research by examining discourses of
virtual violence faced by transgender powerlifter, Mary Gregory, following her expulsion
from the 100% Raw Powerlifting Federation. This research used a netnographic
approach—an online ethnographic case study design. Data were collected from online
news sources, as well as social media platforms, including Instagram, Twitter, and
YouTube and were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis. The data provided an
insight into the cyberculture of powerlifting, and the negotiation of space, or lack
thereof, for Mary Gregory within this physical culture. Five themes of were generated,
including invalidation of gender identity, dehumanization, infliction of derogatory and
crude language, accusations of cheating, and being compared to cisgender athletes
without nuance. The study highlights the presence of significant vitriol across virtual
platforms directed at Mary Gregory and the underlying presence of negative gender-
based violence again trans∗ (GBV-T∗) discourse. This case provides examples of virtual
gender-based violence and transphobia in sport, a lack of readiness to accept trans∗

athletes, and concerns for the safety of trans∗ athletes in sporting spaces.
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INTRODUCTION

Background Literature
Violence, defined by the World Health Organization (WHO) as,
“the intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or
actual, against ones-self, another person, or against a group or
community, that either results in or has a high likelihood of
resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment
or deprivation” (Kilpatrick, 2004, p. 1213), has been a topic of
growing research attention in sport.

In the context of sport, a growing body of research
has reported the prevalence of violence against athletes,
including sexual, physical and psychological violence and
neglect, experienced by both women and men in sport (Parent
and Vaillancourt-Morel, 2020; Ohlert et al., 2021; Willson
et al., 2021). Preliminary research by Vertommen et al.
(2016) aimed to capture the experiences of equity deserving
populations, and reported that gender-diverse individuals,
specifically transgender athletes, may have a greater vulnerability
to experiences of violence in sport, but this remains an under-
researched population.

Complementary research on the inclusion of transgender
athletes as reported that the presence of transgender athletes
in sport challenges hegemonic beliefs grounded in a binary
categorization of sex and gender, which recognizes women and
men as categorically different. Individuals falling somewhere
between these binary categories often face social repercussions,
discrimination and violence in sport (Krane, 2014). Lucas-Carr
and Krane (2011) highlighted how strict adherence to this
dichotomy has resulted in the exclusion and stigmatization of
transgender athletes, including the perpetuation of anti-trans
rhetoric. Additional barriers to participation of transgender
athletes in sport include changing and showering facilities,
as well as standard sport clothing (Jones et al., 2016).
The constant fear surrounding the safety for transgender
people, as well as the exclusive cultures of sport, is a
recipe for violence, discomfort, and low sport participation
(Jones et al., 2017).

Recent attention in academic literature has also described the
social and legal difficulties transgender athletes can encounter in
pursuit of equity and equality in sport. Inequities and policy-
based discrimination against transgender people in sport exist
on the commonly held belief that there is an inherent unfair
advantage held by transgender athletes, especially trans-women,
above cisgender athletes (athletes whose gender corresponds
with their birth sex), on the basis of hormone discrepancies
(Jones et al., 2017; Colliver, 2021). Such a belief is fed by
cisnormative and binary understandings of human physiology,
doping, and hormone supplementation, tied to discourses of
cheating and “unfairness” likened to the mere existence of
transgender athletes (Tominey, 2019; Sailors, 2020). Natural
genetic differences in hormone levels, mainly focused on
androgen levels, has become the qualifier or disqualifier for
competitive athletes, becoming a key point in the debate
against transgender athletes, and trans-women specifically
(Jones et al., 2016).

In addition to limited research specifically on violence
experienced by transgender athletes in sport, there is also only
emerging research on virtual violence against athletes (Kavanagh
et al., 2016; MacPherson and Kerr, 2021). Previous research
on virtual violence in sporting spaces highlights how online
spaces are sites that foster widespread hostility and violence
(Kavanagh et al., 2016). In many ways virtual worlds mirror
face-to-face environments, therefore violence which is present in
physical spaces can be replicated in and/or augmented by online
environments (Litchfield et al., 2018; Kavanagh et al., 2019).
Athletes can become a target of virtual violence for a multitude of
reasons. For example, in order to publicly shame an athlete due
to a norm violation (MacPherson and Kerr, 2021), as a result of
speaking out concerning a social or political issue that diverges
from how a fan feels about that topic (Sanderson et al., 2016;
Frederick et al., 2017), or when an athlete outperforms others
and is viewed as an outlier (Litchfield et al., 2018). Furthermore,
Litchfield et al. (2018) highlighted the presence of sexist, racist
and violent interactions toward women athletes in virtual spaces
enacted by sports fans or followers of sports on the basis of the
athlete’s gender (Kavanagh et al., 2021).

No research exists specifically on experiences of virtual
violence against transgender athletes in sport. This study builds
on previous research by focusing specifically on virtual violence
experienced by transgender athlete Mary Gregory, a previously
unexplored dimension of online social discourse.

The Case of Mary Gregory
The case of Mary Gregory, male-to-female (MTF) transgender
powerlifter is the focus of this research. This is a noteworthy case
of investigation as the removal of Mary Gregory’s titles following
the 100% RAW Powerlifting Federation competition carries great
importance as one of the most publicized instance of transgender
discrimination in the sport of powerlifting.

USA Powerlifting (USAPL) is the largest and most popular
powerlifting federation in the United States. In 2019, the
USAPL made clear statements about their zero-tolerance policy
toward transgender athletes, resulting in outrage, and upset
for transgender powerlifters and allies (Villareal, 2019). Other
federations retrospectively stripped transgender powerlifters of
their titles and memberships, including trans-woman Mary
Gregory. Mary Gregory competed with the federation in April of
2019 for the first time in the 100% RAW Powerlifting Federation
competition, 1 year after beginning hormone replacement
therapy as part of her gender affirmation treatment. On the
platform, Mary Gregory’s performance was unmatched, but
during the drug test, questions arose about her assigned sex
at birth. This was a case where the 100% RAW Powerlifting
Federation had no policies in place regarding the participation of
transgender athletes. Consequently, Mary Gregory’s results were
nullified and her case was made public by the federation, fueling
online scrutiny and comment.

Research Purpose
The purpose of this research was to examine the virtual violence
incurred by transgender athlete Mary Gregory through online
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discourses following the nullification of her results by the
Powerlifting Federation.

METHODOLOGY AND METHODS

Netnography
Assuming a critical relativist ontology and a critical
subjectivist epistemology, the study adopted a post-structuralist
paradigmatic position (Tamminen and Poucher, 2020). With
the understanding that online spaces present a growing concern
of violence toward athletes (Kavanagh et al., 2019), the study
was conducted using a netnographic approach in which the
researcher applies ethnographic procedures in online spaces
(Kozinets, 2010). Netnography exists as a specialized form of
ethnography, which has been adapted to capture interaction
in computer-mediated environments (Kozinets, 2010). As an
overarching approach, netnography enables researchers to
observe and gain an understanding of the voices of individuals
and collective interactions online. This form of research is an
iterative process adopting naturalistic analysis techniques that
are immersive in nature (Reid and Duffy, 2018). The online
format of this netnography provided the researchers with a
substantial information pool on the emergent online subcultures,
or “cybercultures” of powerlifting, and the virtual violence
directed at transgender athlete, Mary Gregory.

Data Collection
Data collection followed Kozinets (2010) guidance on
netnography, including: research planning, entrée, data
collection, interpretation, ensuring ethical standards, and
research representation. Archival data were collected from
three online news sources (Washington Post, Pink News,
RedState), as well as social media platforms (Twitter, Instagram,
YouTube). Archival data allows the researcher to explore what
is publicly available on the internet rather than having any
researcher interaction with these online communities or spaces
(Cleland et al., 2020). Firstly Google searches were conducted to
identify popular media and discussion posts from various online
sources around the event. Examples of search terms include
“Mary Gregory,” “transgender powerlifter,” and “transgender
weightlifter.” From the Google search, data were found from
the Washington Post, Red State News, Pink News, and Twitter.
In addition to data from the Washington Post article itself,
data from the comments related to the article were collected.
Similarly on social media platforms such as Twitter, subtweets
or comments were used to capture running commentary.
The second strategy of data collection was specific to social
media applications using Instagram and YouTube to find user
comments under posts. On Instagram, comments were taken
directly from Mary Gregory’s personal page on posts dated
within 2 weeks of the event. This timeframe was selected in
order to specifically focus on online discourse directly following
the nullification of Mary Gregory’s results by the Powerlifting
Federation to explore immediate reaction surrounding this
critical event. Commentary on YouTube videos of the event
were also reviewed for collection of comments. Thousands of

comments were read and sifted through. Of these comments, 109
were deemed as relevant to the purpose of this study and were
reviewed in the data analysis. All comments used in the data
analysis reflected a component of virtual violence toward Mary
Gregory, or transgender women in general (see Table 1).

Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using an inductive approach to reflexive
thematic analysis, outlined by Braun and Clarke (2019). The
primary researcher first familiarized themselves with the data
by re-reading all of the information collected. Second, codes
were created by highlighting the most important findings from
the data, for all of the data. Third, the researcher generated
initial themes by grouping codes together based on broader
similarities. Fourth, themes were reviewed to ensure they aligned
with the initial research question. Fifth, the researcher named
and defined the themes, in collaboration with the larger research
team, including flushing out further details beneath each. Finally,
the themes were analyzed and contextualized according to the
present case study.

Ethical Considerations
Although the information collected and analyzed in this research
was publicly sourced and widely available through the chosen
social media platforms, several steps were taken to ensure
the ethical considerations of a netnography research design.
Understanding that the data collected was not initially generated
for research purposes, all user/author details were anonymized
for the sake of safety and privacy. Usernames and identifying
information have intentionally been omitted from both the
research notes, as well as the manuscript itself. The only identities
kept in the research are of Mary Gregory. Furthermore, there
were no interactions or communication between the researcher
and members of the studied cyberculture.

RESULTS

The publicity of Mary Gregory’s banishment from the 100% Raw
Powerlifting Federation and the removal of her winning title
resulted in a cascade of online discourses and commentaries. In
total, 109 comments were recorded as having themes of virtual
violence against Mary Gregory on the basis of her transgender
identity. These comments were collected across various social
media sources. While Mary Gregory was the impetus and
target for the majority of comments, much of the rhetoric was
aimed at transgender women and the LGBTQ + community in
general. There was little difference in rhetoric between the social
media platforms themselves. From comments on Mary Gregory’s
personal Instagram page, to comments under news articles, to
Twitter threads, the same themes of transphobia were recurrent.

The following five themes were generated regarding the
virtual violence experienced by Mary Gregory within powerlifting
cyberculture. These themes include, invalidation of gender
identity, dehumanization, infliction of derogatory and crude
language, accusations of cheating, and being compared to
cisgender athletes without nuance.
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Invalidation of Gender Identity
The deliberate use of gender non-affirming language against
Mary Gregory comprised the majority of virtual violence within
the data. Invalidation of Mary Gregory’s identity was classified
as misgendering, attempts at dead-naming, as well as the
suggestion that Mary Gregory is not a “real woman” (YouTube).
Misgendering was mainly categorized as using he/him/his
pronouns for Mary Gregory, whose pronouns are she/her/hers.

Deadnaming is the use of a transgender person’s name
assigned at birth in lieu of their chosen name. Mary Gregory’s
name at birth was not available as public information, so many
have chosen to call her “Gregory” as a first name instead of
“Mary.” An example included a comment stating, “How does his
face not fall off with shame? [. . .] What kind of person does this?
And those insane enablers calling him “Mary” (YouTube). This
commenter, and many others, used a combination of pronoun
misgendering, gaslighting, and attempts at deadnaming. Placing
the responsibility on others for “enabling” Mary Gregory in her
transgender identity suggests that her identity is an affliction
that must be dealt with without support or respect (YouTube).
By labeling those who merely respect transgender people as
“insane,” the intended harm falls on Mary whose identity was seen
as undeserving of support (YouTube). As such, this comment
invalidated all transgender people by othering and painting their
identities as unnatural.

Many of the comments invalidating Mary Gregory’s identity as
a woman expressed a lack of empathy and understanding, citing
genitalia and hormones as a determinant of gender identity.
While sex and gender may be linked for some individuals,
they are not necessarily related for all people. This discrepancy,
and the lack of knowledge about the differences between sex
and gender, produced the apparent fear and frustration toward
Mary and her grasp of social identities. Additionally, it bred
opportunity for deliberate attempts at misgendering on the basis
of sex characteristics. One commenter, “[believes] Mary has a dick
and balls,” using male anatomy as a disqualifier of her identity as
a woman (YouTube).

While some individuals recognized Mary Gregory as a woman,
they discredited her womanhood and refuted her identity
by titling cisgender women as “real women” and “biological
women” (YouTube; RedState; Washington Post; Twitter). The
implication of these comments in binary opposition was that
transgender women are fake women and are biological men.
Such comments disguised themselves as being progressive with
the use of she/her/hers pronouns and the recognition that
Mary Gregory is a woman, but the backhanded under-layers of
violence semantically implied were as invalidating of transgender
identities as deliberately using the wrong pronouns.

Dehumanization
While many commenters exercised their prejudice against Mary
through insisting that she is a man or a fake woman, others
used her transgender identity as an opportunity to dehumanize
her altogether. Dehumanization can be seen in the following
quote “IT didn’t win anything but praise in ITs own head!!”
(Twitter). Examples of dehumanization also included the use of

the inanimate it/its pronouns in lieu of the animate she/her/hers,
they/them/theirs, or he/him/his pronouns.

The use of it/its pronouns was a deliberate attempt at
politicizing Mary Gregory’s existence and dramatizing the events
of this case study. Mary Gregory has stated on her Instagram
page that she uses she/her/hers pronouns. By refusing to use
these pronouns, or even other pronouns that people of other
gender identities use, such as he/him/his or they/them/theirs,
the commenter positioned Mary as sub-human or not human
at all. The commenter refused the social identity of gender and
resorted to externalizing violence against Mary Gregory instead
of understanding her identity and experience.

Other comments such as “Wow look at that freak,” “I thought
the thumbnail was for a carnival freak show,” and “Anyone else
waiting for this circus to end?” indicated the dehumanization
of Mary Gregory (YouTube). Such language was used to other
and paint her identity as straying from the human condition.
The allusion to “freak [shows]” suggests that Mary Gregory’s
identity as a transgender person is comparable to and on par
with health anomalies put on display by these carnivals. The
perpetuation of the idea that transgender people are “freaks” and
are straying from human nature is deeply harmful to both the
recipient of the message and the community as a whole. This
language attempted to silence and suppress transgender people
by making them believe that they are not worthy of the same basic
privileges held by cisgender people.

Crude and Derogatory Language
Mary Gregory not only received malicious language through the
form of pronoun/name misgendering and dehumanization, but
she also endured crude and derogatory language centering her
transgender identity. This included jokes about any aspect of her
identity as well as slurs.

Sex-based crude directed at Mary Gregory were a common
theme. Many jokes attempted to make fun of Mary Gregory
by placing male/female and man/woman characteristics in
binary opposition. Some examples included: “Her hairline is
higher than her T levels!” “It definitely took balls to set
those new records,” as well as dialogue jokes (YouTube). An
example of dialogue jokes seen in comments is as follows:
“Doctor: sir, Powerlifter: it’s ma’am, Doctor: ma’am u have
testicular cancer” (YouTube). The goal of these jokes were
to create a sense of outrage and absurdity by “mismatching”
gender and sex characteristics. Within these jokes, Mary
Gregory’s assumed biology was used as a punchline against
her pronouns and identifiers. In the first joke, she/her/hers
pronouns were used in opposition to Mary Gregory’s testosterone

TABLE 1 | Media source and number of comments.

Type of media source Number of comments

YouTube 60

Twitter 16

Instagram 12

Washington post (News source) 15

RedState (News source) 6
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levels. The perpetuation of misinformation surrounding the
medical transitions of transgender people fed into the echo
chamber of transphobic and anti-trans sentiment in sport
physical cultures.

In the third joke listed above, the epithet “ma’am” was used
in opposition to testicular cancer. Common transmisogynistic
rhetoric include jokes about the “woman with a penis.” Here,
the intersectional role of the transgender identity and the
woman identity created a joke on the basis of what constitutes
womanhood. Women are often understood through a patriarchal
system and their relation to men. In a patriarchal system, men
are seen as penis-having, strong, and dominant. Consequently,
women are penis-lacking, weak, and subservient in their
positionality to men. Mary Gregory’s identity and assumed
anatomy rejected the patriarchy’s hegemonic prescriptions of
gender roles. It is possible that cisgender heterosexual (cishet)
society uses crude humor as an attempt at understanding the
trans spectrum and its differences from cishet roles. Even so,
the impact of these jokes are greater than their intention.
It should be noted that some of the language was filtered
using online algorithms, which barred comments due to their
content, therefore the full extent of the language adopted
cannot be captured.

Accusations of Cheating
A set of discourses employed by commenters to diminish
the accomplishment of trans-women athletes comes through
accusations of cheating. Across every single social media
platform reviewed, there were comments such as “cheater”
and the suggestion that Mary Gregory was stealing awards
from “biological women” (YouTube; Instagram; Twitter). These
comments perpetuated the notion that transgender women are
power-hungry men in costume who want to invade in and
prey on women’s spaces. An example was seen in the following
statement:

So a guy with only average abilities among other men gets tired
of being average and making no money in athletics and gets the
bright idea of competing against women, as a woman. So he makes
the great sacrifice, because he is not actually a woman in a male
body, and transitions into a woman. (Washington Post)

The above comment alluded to some “great sacrifice,”
presumably referring to giving up one’s manhood. There is
implicit misogyny associated with the idea of “sacrificing” one’s
identity as a man or male. This comment also suggested that a
man with “average abilities” would be able to succeed in elite
women’s sport: an argument that paints assigned-female-at-birth
(AFAB) athletes as weak and inferior to assigned-male-at-birth
(AMAB) athletes. As such, there was a perpetuation of the notion
that transgender women are predatory men masquerading as
women for the sake of a trophy.

The argument of “cheating” is directly misogynistic,
suggesting that the athletic advantages of transgender women
are higher than cisgender women, even after bouts of hormone
therapy; an often adopted stance that to date lacks theoretical
support in the scientific literature.

Comparison Lacking Nuance
In a similar fashion to the cheating accusations, a high proportion
of comments demonstrated a lack of understanding of the
physiology of transgender bodies in relation to cisgender bodies.
Many commenters suggested that transgender women retain all
of their pre-medical transition strength and abilities. Examples
included: “He broke no records at all because he can’t win on
an even playing field,” and “Wow, a guy in a wig and obviously
psychological problems is stronger than a woman” (YouTube).
These comments discredited and diminished the hard work and
dedication to the sport of powerlifting accomplished by Mary
Gregory. While Mary Gregory invested countless hours into her
training while undergoing hormone replacement therapy, these
accomplishments were weaponized against her by spectators.

Many individuals also seemed to not understand transgender
identities, framing it as a choice or factor of life that should
not and cannot be changed. One commenter posed: “So if
I identified as a kid can I compete in T-Ball? I would
dominate those chumps!!!” (YouTube). This comment addressed
the issues of choice, transition possibilities, and competitive
intention. Perhaps this comment meant to cast transgender
identities as outrageous, just as identifying as a different age
would be. This touched on the idea of choice, where one’s
transness is seen as a conscious decision to “be trans.” Reducing
transgender identity down to a “choice” diminishes the struggles,
hardships, and violence faced by this community on the basis of
gender. Additionally, by framing one’s so-called “choice” to be
transgender as a competitive edge or a means to athletic success,
perpetuates the notion that transgender women are cheating.

The reduction of transgender identities to “choice” also
alluded to the argument of nature, whereby sex and gender
are seen as inherently linked phenomena. This biological
deterministic view of human “nature” is upheld by a gendered
status quo within the larger society (Keddie et al., 2008).
This status quo maintains a binary of the interchangeable
sex and gender labels, with an assignment of rigid roles and
prescriptions of behavior. With sport’s binary sex categories, it
is no surprise that such a status quo is not only enforced, but
socially perpetuated through transphobic rhetoric and exclusion
of transgender athletes.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this research was to examine the virtual
violence and online discourse faced by transgender powerlifter,
Mary Gregory, following the nullification of her results by the
Powerlifting Federation. Online comments were analyzed using
reflexive thematic analysis and five themes were generated,
including, the invalidation of gender identity, dehumanization,
crude and derogatory language, accusations of cheating, and
comparison lacking nuance.

In interpreting the collective themes generated, it is suggested
that the virtual violence experienced by Mary Gregory within
powerlifting cyberculture, on the basis of her transgender
identify, is a form of gender-based violence, or violence directed
at individuals directly linked to their gender identity, gender

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 5 May 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 854452142

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-13-854452 May 6, 2022 Time: 12:13 # 6

Taha-Thomure et al. Gender-Based Violence Against Trans∗ Individuals

expression and/or perceived gender. This study supports the
growing body of literature on gender-based violence in sport
(Lang et al., 2021), and specifically gender-based violence in
online sporting spaces (Kavanagh et al., 2019). This study adds to
this previous research by highlighting the violence experienced
by transgender powerlifter Mary Gregory on the basis of her
transgender identity. More specifically, the themes generated in
this study highlight experiences of virtual gender-based violence
exclusive to transgender individuals in sport. To capture these
experiences, and stemming from the study findings, we propose
the use of the abbreviation GBV-T∗ to refer to gender-based
violence again trans∗ individuals. The term trans∗—asterisk
included—represents individuals across a spectrum of identities
whose gender is different than that assigned at birth. The word
trans∗ is used to describe the broad spectrum of cisgender non-
conforming individuals, including non-binary, transgender, and
gender non-conforming identities (Killermann, 2019). While
cisgender describes individuals who identify with their sex
assigned at birth (Lucas-Carr and Krane, 2011; Killermann,
2019), trans∗ people have no obligation to medically transition
as a requirement of their identity.

The concept of gender-based violence experienced specifically
on the basis of trans∗ identity (GBV-T∗) supports previous
research beyond sport, reporting that the majority of trans∗
individuals face some form of physical, sexual, and/or verbal
assault on the basis of gender identity, gender expression
and/or perceived gender within their lifetimes (Stotzer, 2009).
Transgender people are among one of the most stigmatized
and discriminated social groups in society, and are vulnerable
to systemic inequities, as well as violence on the basis of their
gender identities and expression (Grossman and D’Augelli, 2006;
Symons and Hemphill, 2006). Research provides evidence of the
wide range of violence that trans people experience, including
but not limited to sexual assault, systemic discrimination, and the
targets of microaggressions, such as misgendering, deadnaming,
and perpetuating fallacious transphobic rhetoric (Wirtz et al.,
2020), all examples of gender-based violence against trans∗
people (GBV-T∗) found in this research in the online comments
directed at Mary Gregory.

Based on the findings of this study, it is suggested that
the perpetuation of GBV-T∗ and transphobic belief within
powerlifting cybercultures may be the product of three factors.
First, shared beliefs surrounding trans∗ athletes between
members of the cyberculture. Similar themes of GBV-T∗ were
found across every social media platform analyzed. This suggests
that there is no advancement of knowledge or clear voices of
empathy toward trans∗ lifters within these spaces. Additionally,
the personalization of social media apps may contribute to this
“echo chamber” on the basis of shared belief. Social media apps
tend to show content of related interest to its users, leading to the
echo chamber phenomenon (Du and Gregory, 2017). Posts with
transphobic rhetoric-heavy comment sections may be shared
more between individuals with transphobic beliefs, who are then
more likely to comment and repeat the cycle of virtual GBV-T∗.

The presence of shared beliefs contributes to the second
factor that perpetuates this echo chamber: the lack of education
about the social issues of equity and diversity in the specific

context of powerlifting. Many shared beliefs perpetuate false
ideas about trans∗ identity and physiology. In some cases, the
expression and perpetuation of false ideas may have been due
to the threat of masculinity. Previous research has reported that
masculinity threats among cisgender heterosexual (cishet) men
were related to “traditional attitudes” toward gender identity and
roles (Kosakowska-Berezecka et al., 2016). The presence of trans∗
women within traditionally cishet spaces, such as powerlifting,
can be classified as a threat to masculinity due to her challenge
of both hegemonic gender roles and identities (Türkoğlu and
Sayılan, 2021). In other cases, this may not be the direct fault
of the cyberculture’s members, but rather a representation of
the larger society’s shortcomings in education and awareness.
Previous studies have shown that a greater awareness of social
issues, by means of social movements, can be a catalytic factor
in progressive policy change—as was the case for women’s rights
movements (Htun and Weldon, 2012). In those cases, policy
change represented a shift in status quo and social attitudes as a
result of a push in knowledge and awareness.

Finally, the lack of self-edification can be explained by the
third factor: the lack of repercussions both from social media
platforms and powerlifting federations. It is easy to uphold a
status quo, even one that is founded on prejudice, when there
are no punishments for those who maintain that system of
oppression. The “gendered status quo” found in sport is the
reproduction of that found in society at large (Keddie et al.,
2008). As such, there are no reparations for individuals impacted
and outcast by the hegemony of gender, but rather the opposite.
It is those impacted individuals, such as trans∗ individuals and
athletes, who face the consequences and trauma of existing
outside of the status quo. It then becomes the responsibility of
the maintainers of this hegemony to make equitable change.
Such actors in the maintenance of this gendered status quo
of transphobia in powerlifting cybercultures are both social
media platforms as well as powerlifting federations themselves.
If each were to have strict athlete and spectator guidelines for
interpersonal conduct, perhaps the normalization of transphobia
an GBV-∗ would be questioned.

The online commentary targeting Mary Gregory specifically,
but more broadly pertaining to trans∗ athletes was often coupled
with statements that attempted to present these interactions as
jokes or attempted humor. Lockyer and Savigny (2020) suggest,
humor is recognized as a tool that is adopted in order to
normalize and/or trivialize gender-based discrimination, while
Cole (2015) suggests that such actions are implemented to
neutralize a sense of threat. The violence that targeted Mary
Gregory online included comments that were subtle and hidden
through humor, or overt but coupled with attempts at humor;
such methods serve to reduce the likelihood of these interactions
being recognized as violent. Violent interactions mixed with the
inclusion of “jokes” online are recognized to act as a mask to the
severity of the interaction (Kavanagh et al., 2019).

Interestingly, while the study used an inductive process
when analyzing the data, generated themes resemble aspects of
microaggressions faced by individuals specifically identifying as
LGBT (Nadal et al., 2010). Nadal and colleagues (2010) developed
a taxonomy describing the types of microaggressions specifically

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 May 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 854452143

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-13-854452 May 6, 2022 Time: 12:13 # 7

Taha-Thomure et al. Gender-Based Violence Against Trans∗ Individuals

based on sexual orientation and transgender identity. Categories
of microaggressions included: (1) heterosexist and transphobic
language, (2) affirmation of heteronormativity and cisnormativity
through language and behavior, (3) homogenizing the LGBT
experience, (4) exotifying dehumanizing microaggressions made
toward LGBT individuals, (5) discomfort and disapproval of
LGBT rights, (6) denying transphobia and heterosexism, (7)
assumptions that all LGBT individuals are hypersexual or sexually
deviant, and (8) denying one’s own transphobic and heterosexist
beliefs/behaviors/language (Nadal et al., 2010). Though this
study focused specifically on the trans∗ athlete experience,
there are striking similarities such as transphobic language
used against trans∗ individuals, the affirmation of cisnormativity
through language, homogenization of the LGBT experience,
dehumanization of LGBT people, lack of support for LGBT
people and their rights, and denying cissexism in both prevalence
and effects (Nadal et al., 2010). While the remaining three
categories within the taxonomy had been present in the assessed
comment sections, they were not explicitly present within the
selected comment analyzed in this research. Nevertheless, there
are clear connections between the status quo of transphobia
within society at large, as represented by the microaggression
taxonomy, and that of powerlifting cybercultures.

The actions of powerlifting subculture members put
powerlifting federations in the spotlight. The findings of
this study depict the nature of GBV-T∗ faced by trans∗
powerlifters for their membership within respective subcultures
of powerlifting. Federations act as the foundation of these
communities, setting the tone for equitable narratives, or lack
thereof. By banning trans∗ athletes, the transphobic status quo
and system of oppression against trans∗ athletes are upheld.
On the other hand, a federation that favors inclusivity and
equity for all members would open conversations that include
trans∗ athletes, rather than silence them. We propose it is the
responsibility of powerlifting federations to invest in research and
development into equitable solutions for all lifters facing axes of
oppression. It is also their responsibility to invest in community
outreach programs for those who have been systematically
marginalized and discriminated against by their policies: past
and present. Of these solutions may include diversity seminars
and training as a mandatory module for membership within
their federations. Such a solution would address the lack of
education within the powerlifting community that has resulted
in the perpetuation of harmful GBV-T∗ narratives surrounding
trans∗ athletes.

CONCLUSION

The present study exposed the experience of gender-based
violence against trans∗ powerlifter Mary Gregory, as a first-
look into the social climate of powerlifting cybercultures.
The results are interpreted to suggest violence and harm
discourses toward Mary Gregory on the basis of her
identity as a trans∗ individual. The radicalization of Mary
Gregory’s identity produced a number of examples of
virtual gender-based violence recurrent throughout the

data. It is suggested that while Mary Gregory’s actions in
the pursuit of athletic excellence and participation would be
considered a non-issue for cisgender athletes, her existence
threatened the gender/sex binary on which federated sport
is founded on. Such a binary has only worked to perpetuate
transphobic discourses within virtual powerlifting spaces, as
found through this netnography and the themes generated
in this research.

A significant contribution of this research is the development
of the term GBV-T∗ to represent violence directed at victims
directly linked to their gender identity, gender expression
and/or perceived gender, and experienced by individuals across
a spectrum of identities whose gender is different than that
assigned at birth. We refer to the perpetuation of such
violence as GBV-T∗.

There are multiple directions recommended for further
research in the field of GBV-T∗ in powerlifting, and in
sport generally. In order to address equity and inclusion for
trans∗ athletes in sport, there must be greater attention to
the experiences of trans∗ athlete both within physical and
virtual sporting cultures. While cisgender athletes with histories
of performance-enhancing drug use are able to compete in
drug-free powerlifting competitions, there must be research
comparing their advantages to those of trans∗ athletes, as
well as cisgender athletes without performance-enhancing drug
histories. There should also be research assessing the impact
of different types of advantages including but not limited to:
physiological, socioeconomic, and geographical. The expectation
of these proposed research directions is to clarify whether the
exclusion of trans∗ athletes is quantified through data, or rather
an extension of society’s gendered status quo. At the same
time, there should be endeavors into the development of sport
policy that creates sporting spaces inclusive of all athletes. This
will exist in relation to the development of trans∗ athlete care
programs that allow success interpersonally, with coaches, and
with federations.

Future research should specifically examine the prevalence
of gendered-based violence against trans∗ athletes across a far
wider variety of platforms and temporal frames of reference.
This paper as a single case highlights the hostility toward
trans∗ powerlifter Mary Gregory as an individual example.
Future studies should consider questions and methodologies
that enable exploration of interactions online that capture
broader commentary surrounding trans∗ athlete inclusion in
order to demonstrate a more comprehensive understanding
of the complexity and depth of online experiences of harm.
Giles (2016) refers to the use of conversational analysis (CA)
to explore discursive practices. Adopting such methods may
generate the structural characteristics of threads (or online
social commentary). There is also room to learn more about
the impact of this virtual narrative on the victims or targets
of such violence.

Ultimately, in order to shift away from the current GBV-T∗
experiences and transphobic standards of belief, in addition to
further research, endeavors toward equity for all athletes, trans∗
and cisgender, should be taken up by powerlifting federations to
ensure safety and inclusion for all athletes.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 7 May 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 854452144

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-13-854452 May 6, 2022 Time: 12:13 # 8

Taha-Thomure et al. Gender-Based Violence Against Trans∗ Individuals

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The original contributions presented in the study are included
in the article. Further inquiries can be directed to the
corresponding author/s.

ETHICS STATEMENT

As this study relies purely on public archival data, no
formal research ethics board approval was required. Several
steps were taken to ensure the ethical considerations of

a netnography research design. As there was no direct
interaction or communication between researchers and
“participants,” there was no requirement of consent in the use
of archival data.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

RT-T and AM conceptualized and designed this study. RT-T
collected and analyzed the data. All authors contributed
to the interpretation of the data, writing, and reviewing
the manuscript.

REFERENCES
Braun, V., and Clarke, V. (2019). Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. Qual.

Res. Sport Exerc. Health 11, 589–597. doi: 10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806
Cleland, J., Dixon, K., and Kilvington, D. (2020). Online Research Methods in Sport

Studies. London: Routledge.
Cole, K. K. (2015). “It’s like she’s eager to be verbally abused”: Twitter, trolls,

and (en) gendering disciplinary rhetoric. Fem. Media Stud. 15, 356–358. doi:
10.1080/14680777.2015.1008750

Colliver, B. (2021). “Not the right kind of woman”: transgender women’s
experiences of transphobic hate crime and trans-misogyny,” in Misogyny as
Hate Crime, eds I. Zempi and J. Smith (Abingdon: Routledge), 213–227. doi:
10.4324/9781003023722-11

Du, S., and Gregory, S. (2017). “The echo chamber effect in Twitter:
does community polarization increase?,” in Proceedings of the Studies
in Computational Intelligence, Vol. 693, Cham. doi: 10.1007/978-3-319-50
901-3_30

Frederick, E., Sanderson, J., and Schlereth, N. (2017). Kick these kids off the team
and take away their scholarships: facebook and perceptions of athlete activism
at the University of Missouri. J. Issues in Intercoll. Athl. 10, 17–34.

Giles, D. C. (2016). Observing real world groups in the virtual field: the analysis of
online discussion. Br. J. Soc. Psychol. 55, 484–498. doi: 10.1111/bjso.12139

Grossman, A. H., and D’Augelli, A. R. (2006). Transgender youth: invisible and
vulnerable. J. Homosex. 51, 111–128. doi: 10.1300/J082v51n01_06

Htun, M., and Weldon, S. L. (2012). The civic origins of progressive policy change:
combating violence against women in global perspective, 1975–2005. Am. Polit.
Sci. Rev. 106, 548–569. doi: 10.1017/s0003055412000226

Jones, B. A., Arcelus, J., Bouman, W. P., and Haycraft, E. (2016). Sport and
transgender people: a systematic review of the literature relating to sport
participation and competitive sport policies. Sports Med. 50, 1857–1859. doi:
10.1007/s40279-016-0621-y

Jones, B. A., Arcelus, J., Bouman, W. P., and Haycraft, E. (2017). Barriers
and facilitators of physical activity and sport participation among young
transgender adults who are medically transitioning. Int. J. Transgend. 18,
227–238. doi: 10.1080/15532739.2017.1293581

Kavanagh, E., Jones, I., and Sheppard-Marks, L. (2016). Towards typologies of
virtual maltreatment: sport, digital cultures and dark leisure. Leis. Stud. 35,
783–796. doi: 10.1080/02614367.2016.1216581

Kavanagh, E., Litchfield, C., and Osborne, J. (2019). Sporting women and social
media: sexualization, misogyny, and gender-based violence in online spaces. Int.
J. Sport Commun. 12, 552–572. doi: 10.1123/ijsc.2019-0079

Kavanagh, E., Litchfield, C., and Osborne, J. (2021). “Virtual technologies as tools
of maltreatment: Safeguarding in digital spaces,” in Routledge Handbook of
Athlete Welfare, ed. M. Lang (Abingdon: Routledge), 221–230. doi: 10.4324/
9780429201745-25

Keddie, A., Mills, C., and Mills, M. (2008). Struggles to subvert the gendered
field: issues in masculinity, rurality and class. Pedagogy Cult. Soc. 16, 193–205.
doi: 10.1080/14681360802142161

Killermann, S. (2019). Defining LGBTQ+: A Guide to Gender &
Sexuality Terminology. The Safe Zone Project. Available online at:
https://thesafezoneproject.com/defining-lgbtq-a-guide-to-gender-sexuality-
terminology/

Kilpatrick, D. G. (2004). What is violence against women? Defining and
measuring the problem. J. Interpers. Violence 19, 1209–1234. doi: 10.1177/
0886260504269679

Kosakowska-Berezecka, N., Besta, T., Adamska, K., Jaśkiewicz, M., Jurek, P., and
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Abusive practices in elite women’s artistic gymnastics (WAG) have been the focus of
discussions about how to eliminate or reduce them. Both coaches and parents have
been named as key actors in bringing about change. Our focus is on parents and
their ability to safeguard their daughters in WAG. Parents are not independent actors,
however, but are part of a larger web consisting of an entanglement of emotions and
technologies and rationalities used by staff, other parents, and athletes, bounded by
skill development plans and by coaching expertise and authority. This entanglement
may limit the ability of parents to bring about change. We draw on a Deleuzian
notion of assemblage, Foucauldian concepts of discourse and governmentality and
Ahmed’s assertion about the entanglement of discourses and emotions to explore
how parents are disciplined into accepting dominant discursive practices of sport clubs
for elite athletes. The data were drawn from a project called the Parental Awareness
Program (PAP) that was designed to make parents aware of practices in competitive
WAG that may not be in their child’s best interest. Participants were parents of
young gymnasts who had been identified as “talented” and who were members of
an elite gymnastics club. The data analysis was based on focus group discussions
with a total of 22 parents and semi-structured interviews with 8 parents. The results
suggested that although parents problematized many practices during PAP, processes
of governmentality involving an assemblage of discourses about coaching expertise,
families, talent, enjoyment, long term skill development plans and its associated
time demands, together ensured parental consent for dominant practices. The data
suggested that a reduction of abusive practices lies in part in critical examinations
of skill development plans that are presented as regimes of truth and are kept in
place by emotions and the authority accorded to coaching expertise. These processes
curtail parents in their ability to safeguard what is in the best pedagogical interest of
their daughter.
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INTRODUCTION

Parents have always been part of youth sport, albeit serving
in different capacities ranging from being chauffeurs, uniform
washers, coaches, and supporters to working in the cafeteria
and marking the fields. Their importance to youth sport
should not be underestimated as they enable their children to
participate in sport (Knight et al., 2020). The exact nature of
parental involvement and influence appear to be shaped by both
individual and contextual factors that include the context itself,
the actions of other parents and coaches, their own experiences
as athletes and as sport parents and their expectations for their
child (Knight et al., 2016; Knight, 2019).

The dominant stereotype of parents of talented youth sport
athletes, however, is that they are helicopter parents with
irrational demands of coaches (Knight et al., 2017). It is not
surprising then, that empirical research on parents and their
specific contributions is largely limited to how parents can be
involved in a positive way so that they do not put pressure
on their children to produce outstanding performances or on
coaches to produce champion athletes. The focus of a great
deal of research in the last 10 years has been on how parents
can be discouraged from trying to control their child’s sporting
experiences (Kerr and Stirling, 2012; Booth et al., 2014; Clarke
et al., 2016).

Parents may, however, also become socialized or disciplined
into a normalized culture of a sport and in so doing,
may tacitly accept or ignore training practices, organizational
factors/routines and emotional, physical, and sexual abusive
behaviors and interactions with coaches that place a child at risk
(Grenfell and Reinhart, 2003; Holt et al., 2008; Dorsch et al.,
2009; Stirling, 2011; Kerr and Stirling, 2012; Holt and Knight,
2014; Stirling and Kerr, 2014). Parents have also realized that
if they question coaches they may jeopardize the coach-athlete
relationship (Kerr and Stirling, 2012; Smits et al., 2017). As a
result, parents may often be silent bystanders in their child’s
experiences in sport instead of resisting practices that may not
be in their child’s best interest. Knight et al. (2020) argued that in
elite sport where:

“winning is centralized and coaches are dominant, parents can
find themselves trying to walk a tightrope between being there and
available for their children, commenting on practices that they
deem inappropriate, and not acting in a manner that may upset
a coach and could subsequently impact on their child’s chances of
success in sport.” (p. 307)

Relatively few scholars have looked at processes of parental
socialization within the context of elite sport. An exception
is work by McMahon et al. (2018). They examined parental
socialization of elite swimmers and gymnastics. They found
parents molded or shaped their behavior to be congruent
with cultural narratives about what is needed for performance
and perfections in this sport. The socialization processes of
parents of elite athletes may mean they do not understand
or see how the practices that comprise this training may
not always contribute to the positive social development of
the child (Lang, 2010a,b; Smits et al., 2017). Smits et al.

(2017) found that parents of retired and current elite gymnasts
accepted abusive practices because they thought that such
practices were normal, that is, specific to elite gymnastics.
Most research about parents accepting abusive practices as
normal coaching behavior was, however, conducted before
media and court cases worldwide drew attention to abusive
practices in elite women’s gymnastics. Our project explored
current thoughts, attitudes and coping strategies of parents
in navigating dominant practices in elite gymnastics. The
project was situated in a setting and time in which abusive
practices in women’s gymnastics were constantly in the news,
had become public knowledge and were also the subject of a
parliamentary debate.

The revelations about coaches abusing youth sport athletes
such as in gymnastics, have not only been condemned but have
also created expectations that parents engage in safeguarding
their children from forms of abuse that may occur during their
sport participation (Knight et al., 2016, 2020; Harwood et al.,
2019). Various scholars have suggested that this socialization
of parents into the norms of elite sport culture might be
countered by educating them about the forms abuse can take in
sport (Mountjoy et al., 2016; McMahon et al., 2018). McMahon
et al. (2018) for example, used narrative pedagogy in an
education program geared toward parents of elite swimmers and
gymnasts. The purpose of the program was to make parents
aware of situations where abusive practices can occur. Parents
participating in that study agreed the described hypothetical
coaching practices presented in the narratives were unacceptable.
They also, however, suggested that perhaps such coaching
practices could be necessary to help a child improve their
performance. Specifically, they rationalized and normalized these
abusive behaviors by coaches and constructed the coach as
knowing what the best and necessary practices were to produce
elite performance. This acceptance of these ways of coaching may
make parents unable to challenge practices that might not be in
the best interest of their children. McMahon et al. (2018) used
narratives about hypothetical situations and athletes, however.
These parents might have reacted differently if the narratives had
described their own daughters participating in elite gymnastics.
Research is needed that explores how parents of elite athletes
such as those in gymnastics, currently conceive of themselves as
protecting their child in their participation in the sport and how,
if at all, parents now problematize practices and the techniques or
strategies employed by clubs.

Parents are not independent actors, however, but are part
of a larger web consisting of elements such as affect, coaches,
sport culture, other parents, and athletes that shape parental
identities of potentially outstanding gymnasts (Dorsch et al.,
2009, 2015, 2016; McMahon et al., 2018; Smits et al., 2020).
These constructions can function as a mechanism of socialization
that exerts control with the aim of obtaining parental consent
to norms about what is accepted and needed to “develop
the good gymnast” and to be the appropriate, compliant or
“good parent.” Relatively little scholarly attention has been
paid to the multitude of elements that constitute processes of
socialization that could make parents complicit in accepting
and normalizing current practices in elite gymnastics and/or
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resisting such practices. In the current study we explore how
parents thought about the processes of the development of
their daughters as elite gymnasts and their rationale for their
thoughts and how, if at all, they resisted what they saw as
problematic practices.

Purpose of the Study and Research
Question
The focus of our study was on how parents of talented young
gymnasts navigated the practices, regulations and other elements
that shaped their daughter’s participation in elite gymnastics.
The research question was: how are parents of elite young
gymnasts governed into acquiescence of dominant club practices?
Specifically, which elements comprise an assemblage of practices,
regulations, knowledges and other forces that may interact to
constitute parents of elite young gymnasts and which processes
of governmentality socialize parents into acquiescence and
acceptance of current practices?

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Our study is based on comments made by parents during a
Parental Awareness Program (PAP). The goal of the program
was to enable parents to counter the strategies used by the
club/staff and by their daughters to shape them into being proper
gymnastic parents. We uncovered several elements that together
comprised an assemblage that was subjected to processes of
governmentality that socialized parents into acquiescence and
acceptance of current practices. We foreground relations of
power and governmentalities as they are constituted in regimes
of practice or assemblages.

We used a lens based on Buchanan’s (2015) conceptualization
of assemblage, Foucault’s (Foucault, 1974, 1991, 2003) notion of
discourses and governmentality, and Ahmed’s (2010) contention
about the entanglement of discourses and emotions to explore
how parents were disciplined or governed into accepting current
practices in elite gymnastics. Buchanan (2015) used a Deleuzian
notion of assemblage defining it as “the productive intersection
of a form of content (actions, bodies and things) and a form
of expression (affects, words and ideas)” (p. 390). Specifically,
an assemblage in the context of this study can be seen as the
assumption that a multitude of practices, regulations, knowledges
and other forces interact and construct what it means to be a
parent of an elite gymnast (Brown et al., 2012). Assemblages are,
however, shaped by discourses and relations of power.

A Foucauldian notion of discourse refers to “what can
be said and thought, who can speak, when and with what
authority ways of thinking and doing that may become truth
or common sense, often known as regimes of truth” (Ball,
1990, p. 2). Power is therefore, not seen as coercive but
rather involves steering individuals toward specific ways of
thinking and behaving that over time become common sense.
Governmentality can be defined as acting on the actions of
others or the act of conducting the conduct of others (Foucault,
2003). It describes a form of power that is not exercised
through rules, but through ways of expressing “truths” that
emerge from discourses using rationalities and ways of doing

(technologies). These rationalities and technologies emerge from
conversations, traditions, culture, and experts that together
encourage individuals to regulate their own behavior in a desired
direction (Foucault, 1991, 2003). Governmentality in the specific
context of the study refers to the shaping or governance of
parental behavior and thinking as they engage with an assemblage
that is specific to women’s artistic gymnastics (WAG) (Rose,
2000; Dean, 2010; Buchanan, 2015). An explanation of how
this type of non-coercive power circulates in a specific context
requires an exploration of the technologies (the doing) and
rationalities (the thinking) that are used to socialize or regulate
into this acceptance.

Emotions are also a large part of sport, however (Sinden,
2013). An initial quick scan of our data suggested perceptions
of enjoyment and other emotions played a large role in the
socialization of parents. Ahmed (2010) has argued that in
addition to discourses, emotions can also shape human behavior
and thinking. Emotion, therefore, can also serve as an element in
governmentality (see also Burrows and Wright, 2007). A gymnast
may for example, feel joy and share this enjoyment with her
parents when she nails a specific move on a balance beam. The
difficulty of this move is situated in discourses. Specifically, the
gymnast feels joy (emotion) because she properly executed what
is known (discourse) as a difficult move. Emotion/affect and the
discourse are, therefore, inseparable and cannot be distinguished
from each other (Ahmed, 2010).

The use of a governmentality analytic therefore, requires
researchers to pay attention to how power is exercised through
regimes or assemblages of rationalities (ways of thinking)
and technologies (ways of doing) and how these assemblages
are rooted in history/culture/traditions of the phenomenon
under study. Following Ahmed (2010), we argue that emotions
are entangled in each of these dimensions and in the
elements comprising the gymnastic assemblage in the specific
context under study. Governmentality then, refers to the
daily rationalities and technologies that produce an assemblage
of elements entangled in an affective web of power that
govern/regulate or socialize parents into the proper training
of elite gymnasts.

CONTEXT

The talent programs in the selected elite clubs are structured
and organized by age and by level of performance. Girls tend to
be selected for the talent program when they are young. They
begin in the so called “pupil” classes for 7–9-year-olds. “Junior”
classes are for those 10–12 years old. The young gymnasts become
seniors when they are 13 and (still) judged to be talented. The
seniors are further subdivided into three groups based on age:
13–14, 15–17 years and those 18 and older.

In addition to age-related categories there are six different
levels of performance in WAG. The highest level is the (inter)
national level for talented gymnasts. Gymnasts who participate
in the first, second, and third division compete at the national
level, those in division four and five compete at the district
level while those in division 6 (the lowest level) of performance,
compete at the regional level. These differentiations across age
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FIGURE 1 | Assemblage of the socialization of parents.

and classification are associated with hours of training. Those in
the 6th division for example, generally practice 4 h per week while
talented gymnasts who are selected as seniors are required to
practice up to 19 h per week when they are 13–14 years old; those
who are 15–17 years old must practice 23 h while those 18 years
and older must train 27 h and more. If a gymnast’s performance
level is considered to be subpar, she will be excluded from the
talent program; if she wishes, she can continue to participate at
a lower level and her hours of practice per week will decrease
accordingly. In addition to having fewer hours of practice, the
lower division gymnasts are trained by assistant coaches. The elite
coaches coach only at the national level. This means that those
gymnasts who drop-out of the highest level or are demoted to
a lower level, learn less and receive less support from the club.
Due to this hierarchy, most young gymnasts (and their parents)
want to continue to participate at the highest level to fulfill their
desire to develop their talent. We recognize that this development
system is contextual. Every country may have its own long term
development plan for gymnastics.

METHODOLOGY

Participants and the Project
The PAP was a collaborative initiative from researchers from
a university in a midsized city and the board members of two

clubs for elite gymnasts. It was grounded in a national program
called “Sport innovator”, sponsored by the Dutch ministry of
Health, Welfare and Sport. The boards of the two sport clubs
sent a letter of to all parents whose daughters were enrolled in
the clubs to invite them to attend/participate in a PAP session.
The purpose of each PAP session was to enable parents to
share their experiences and to make them aware of possible
problematic practices that might be part of their daughter’s
involvement in gymnastics. During the PAP sessions the authors
shared the results of scholarly research conducted with parents,
coaches, club managers and elite gymnasts in the Netherlands.
Participants also listened to/read recent (2021) media accounts
of abusive coaching behaviors in women’s elite gymnastics in
the Netherlands. Subsequently, the participants split into three
focus groups in which they reflected on their ideas about and
their experiences with their daughter’s participation in elite
gymnastics. We used the sessions to collect data for the current
research project. The data therefore, were primarily parent-
generated.

We asked these parents if we could use their responses
for the current research project and if we could record their
discussions. They were informed that they could withdraw their
consent at any time, that their responses and remarks were
confidential and that we would do all we could to keep their
responses/comments anonymous. We did this by not referring
to them by codes/demographic details in the “Results” section.
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This not only ensured their anonymity and their concerns
about confidentiality and privacy but also prevents readers
from projecting their assumptions about gender on the quoted
fragments or possibly identifying a parent since the number of
elite gymnasts are relatively few in each club. The emphasis of the
analysis is on what was said in the focus groups, rather than on
the (demographics of) the person who said it. Individuals were
not the unit of analysis.

All of the participating parents agreed to participate in the
study. The participants in the study were 30 parents whose
daughters were involved in one of two elite gymnastics clubs.
These young girls (6–12 years old) had been designated as
talented by the club and as having potential to compete at the
international level.

Data Collection
We used focus groups to enable and enhance collective
interactions among parents. Scholars such as Kitzinger (1994)
and Sparkes and Smith (2014) have argued that focus
groups stimulate the spontaneous expression of participants
as they react to comments made by others. Focus groups
are an appropriate method for research situated within a
poststructuralist perspective (Madriz, 2000; Freeman, 2006;
Smithson, 2008). They are assumed to decrease the impact the
researcher may have on a discussion. Focus groups have been
used in post-structural research to uncover narratives and the
discourses in which they are embedded. A strength of focus
group methodology is that it enables research participants to
develop ideas collectively, bringing forward their own priorities
and perspectives. We did this by using an open structure
format in which parents were asked about issues they had
encountered and by enabling parental interaction with each
other rather than only with the leader. The purpose of the
moderator or leader in these types of focus groups is to
facilitate the discussion and help identify the issues that emerge.
We used a whiteboard to note issues that were mentioned
by the group as well as by previous groups. The parents
involved in the study were therefore, encouraged to talk to
each other rather than react to the leader’s questions. This
method tends to foster feelings of solidarity among participants.
They can share and/or produce common knowledge about
relevant issues in the sport club. As Freeman (2006), who led
focus groups of parents about the issue of testing in schools,
argued:

When parents question themselves and each other, when they
agree and disagree about what they mean, when they seek
approbation from others, when they accept the uncertainty of
their interpretations by allowing contradictory claims to enter their
discourse, they are engaging substantially, evaluatively, and morally
with the topic. The parents do not share stories and then add
evaluative commentary; they are thinking and engaging together
evaluatively, using the stories as evidence of their thinking” (p. 91).

We therefore used these focus groups and the interviews
to gain a better understanding of the issues these parents
considered important with respect to safeguarding their

daughter’s participation in elite gymnastics and to uncover how
they navigated these issues.

Research and media accounts that described the negative
consequences of gymnastic participation for young girls in the
Netherlands and the world served as an impetus for dialog among
parents. We assumed these accounts gave parents a context
and placed them in a critical spectator role. Scholars (Madriz,
2000; Freeman, 2006; Smithson, 2008) have argued that asking
focus group participants to respond to a common focal point,
in our case, media accounts and research, fosters a collectivistic
rather than individual response. Through their engagement
with other parents in the focus groups and/or with the results
of the focus groups as was the case in the semi-structured
interviews, understandings and meanings were constructed that
were embedded in discourses about being a good gymnast and a
good gymnastic parent.

The purpose of the groups was to enable parents to discuss
issues they wanted to raise and to share with others about
their daughter’s participation in elite gymnastics. This purpose
helped us identify elements comprising the assemblage of elite
gymnastics practice. The discussion format in each group was
semi structured and centered on three main topics: (1) their
responsibilities/role as parents and the dilemmas they faced in
supporting their daughter, (2) their requests of and wishes for
the ways coaches guided and taught their daughters, and (3)
their demands and requests of the board of governance of the
club. Each topic was moderated by one of the researchers. The
selection and use of these topics were based on our earlier
research project that suggested practices in women’s competitive
gymnastics do not occur in a vacuum but involve various
actors (Knoppers et al., 2015; Jacobs et al., 2017; Smits et al.,
2017, 2020). In each discussion group, parents were also asked
if they had other issues/questions they wished to discuss. To
encourage interaction in the focus groups we used a progressive
form of discussion (see also Madriz, 2000; Freeman, 2006; Van
Doodewaard et al., 2018). Specifically, each group reacted to main
points that emerged from the discussions in the other groups
on the same topic.

The first evening, two parents (two mothers of two different
gymnasts) attended the PAP session. The second evening
was attended by 20 parents (13 mothers and 7 fathers). We
asked the parents attending the second session to divide
themselves into three similarly sized groups of about 6–7 people
each. We assumed that parents would feel most comfortable
in discussing issues they faced if parents could form their
own groups. The two parents who came as a couple joined
the same group. Each group met in a different space and
then rotated through the three rooms. Each room had its
own discussion leader who focused on one of the topics.
Researchers involved with the project served as discussion
leaders. The leader in each room used a white board to
summarize the elements that parents in the previous group
had raised about that topic and what they had said about
that topic or specific element. Parents were then asked for
new points of discussion as well as their reactions to what
previous groups had said. By the time the groups had rotated
through all three rooms, no new discussion points were raised.
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We therefore assumed saturation of issues was reached. The
same program was used the first evening; the two parents
formed one group. The third PAP session was canceled since
no parents attended. We did not have access to membership
lists of the club but according to a board member, most of
the parents of young talented gymnasts participated in one of
the PAP sessions.

Due to COVID-19 lockdowns we were unable to hold this
program at the second participating elite gymnastics club. We
therefore held individual virtual interviews with eight parents
(four mothers and four fathers) of this club. Again, similar
informed consent procedures were followed. We used a semi-
structured topic list, based on the program and outcomes of the
elements raised in the focus groups of the previous evenings and
asked the interviewees to expand on them if they so wished. They
were also invited to raise new issues but they did not do so. This
absence of new issues also suggests saturation of the elements
comprising the three topics was reached. We recorded verbatim
everything parents said in the focus groups and interviews and
what was written on white boards. The data were subsequently
transcribed word for word.

Positionality
As three experienced professionals working in the field of
physical education and sport at the university level, we
acknowledge that our own biographies and our work in the
area of pedagogy resonate in our research. Although all of the
authors have an undergraduate degree in physical education, our
only involvement in competitive gymnastics has been through
a comprehensive research project focusing on elite gymnasts,
their parents, coaches and the managers of the clubs of which
they were a member. The current project is an extension of our
this research endeavor in which we discovered that parents and
club directors/managers were often blind to how elite gymnasts
experienced their sport. During the current research project we
therefore continually critically reflected on these assumptions to
explore how they might have informed the ways in which we
interpreted the data by using several iterations to reach agreement
on our presentation of the results (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000;
Boeije, 2010).

Data Analysis
Analysis of focus group data situated within a poststructuralism
perspective places little emphasis on “systematic analysis”,
as groups are viewed as producing locally situated accounts
(Freeman, 2006; Smithson, 2008). Our post structural analytic
focus, therefore, was not on what individuals said in a group
context but on how parents collectively negotiated and navigated
discourses constructed within this group context about a “good”
gymnast and being a “good” gymnastic parent.

Our analysis is situated in a post structural theoretical
framework (Freeman, 2006; Smithson, 2008). We therefore
do not assume linearity or exclusive coding/categorizations.
The codes as well as the placement of the elements into a
governmentality analytic overlap because parents are socialized
into a complex assemblage. An assemblage assumes complexity
and that therefore, its elements overlap.

Our analysis was based on procedures described by Boeije
(2010). We used the group, rather than individuals as our unit
of analysis. Our data analysis consisted of two major procedures:
first, identifying components of the assemblage that reflected
the issues raised by parents and second, detecting processes of
governmentality that socialized parents into navigating these
issues or elements in the desired “club” way. The focus of both
analyses was on what was said or done rather than who said it.
We therefore did not assign pseudonyms to parents, nor use any
marker to describe them nor did we differentiate between parents
of the two clubs.

Although the ways the focus groups operated resulted in
a funneling of the data, we began the analysis anew using
the analytical process proposed by Boeije (2010) for analyzing
qualitative data. We began with open coding of the data to
identify elements or issues that might be part of an assemblage.
Each researcher did this independently after which we shared the
resultant codes, i.e., elements. This process revealed that there
were various disparate but interrelated elements that were part
of being a parent of an elite gymnast at the clubs. Although
individually we named the elements somewhat differently, we
were in complete agreement in our identification of them. We,
therefore, worked toward reaching unanimity in properly naming
the issues or elements that had emerged in this initial analysis.

We subsequently, situated the elements in the literature and
engaged in a selective coding process, that is, sorting/grouping
the issues/elements and/or adjusting the name of an issue
(Boeije, 2010). Again, each of the three researchers did this
independently followed by an inter-researcher discussion in
which we continually shifted between the data and our theoretical
framework to identify key elements of an assemblage that
disciplined parents and their daughters into dominant ways
of thinking and doing at the clubs. For example, initially we
agreed on the code “family” but after the selective coding
process it became “disruptions of family constellations”. After
discussions among researchers these issues were refined and
selectively coded as: talent identification, (includes age), affect/joy
(in skill mastery and in coach athlete relationships), hierarchical
skill development plan, time spent including travel, family
disruptions and forms of parental resistance. The socialization
of parents was at the center of this complex assemblage. We
subsequently used Dean’s (2010) dimensions of governmentality
(technologies, rationalities, and culture/tradition) as an analytical
tool to describe how parents were subtly governed into accepting
the status quo. Specifically, we describe and analyze how
participation was legitimized and enabled, how parents and
their daughters were disciplined into docility through skill
development plans and the coach-athlete relationship, how
parents coped with the various issues that constituted the
assemblage, how emotions and discourses about being a parent
of an elite gymnast were entangled, and how parents resisted
certain practices. Although these dimensions of governmentality
and of affect were entangled with each other, we separated them
heuristically to enable us to present the data. The resulting
analysis revealed how participation was legitimized and enabled
through talent identification, affect/joy and skill mastery; how
parents and their daughters were disciplined into docility
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through hierarchical skill development, affect in the coach-athlete
relationship and affect/joy. We expand on this assemblage in the
“Results” section.

Trustworthiness and Credibility
Denzin and Lincoln (2000) have argued that rather than focusing
on absolute standards of reliability and validity associated
with quantitative research, qualitative research analyses need
to address trustworthiness and credibility. We believe that
the parents were trustworthy in describing their experiences.
Rather than using a list of topics we wanted them to
discuss, we asked them to name and explain the issues
they wished to discuss (Madriz, 2000; Freeman, 2006). The
data, therefore, were parent-generated as parents presented
their issues. Data saturation occurred as reflected in our use
of progressive focus groups, in the absence of new issues
emerging in the final round of the focus groups and in
the confirmation of the issues by the interviewees who also
did not raise any new issues. This process could be seen as
a form of triangulation of method and preliminary analysis
and speaks to the trustworthiness of both the data and the
analytic process.

We strengthened the trustworthiness of our analysis by
engaging in separate (critical) readings of the data and
the subsequent steps of the analysis (Boeije, 2010). These
separate readings led to discussions among the researchers.
After each discussion we returned to the data and situated
it in the theoretical framework. The analysis itself was a
process of creating (and dismissing) critical interpretations.
We assume, based on the foregoing, that our data are
trustworthy and credible in reflecting how these parents
experienced their daughter’s involvement in elite gymnastics.
We do not pretend that we have uncovered THE truth about
parents being socialized into gymnastics culture. Instead, we
assume we have uncovered partial and situated truths (situated
knowledge) about this socialization as described by these parents
(Haraway, 1988).

RESULTS

The results suggested that although these parents problematized
certain practices during PAP sessions, they continued to accept
the regulations and norms created by the staff. This acceptance
was a gradual process that occurred after an athlete was marked
as having potential or talent and selected to be part of the
elite club. This process involved an assemblage (see Figure
1) that drew parents into a web of compliance shaped by an
entanglement of emotions, rationalities, the historical structure
of technologies used to develop skill (the long term development
plan), their daughter’s progress and interactions with other
parents and coaching staff. Although we highlight the role of
emotions separately, we note that affect was also entangled in all
of the dimensions of governmentality. We briefly discuss each
dimension of governmentality as we present it. In the general
discussion we look at the findings using more of a helicopter view.

Legitimizing and Enabling Participation
Young girls became involved in the clubs when they were
identified as being gifted or talented and having potential. Both
the staff and parents noted that their daughters early on displayed
qualities assumed to be needed for high level gymnastics. Parents
described how their daughters were physically energetic when
very young and were constantly trying gymnastics stunts in and
around the house:

“When she was small, she was always physically active. She would
often do handstands in the living room”.

“As a young girl she would stand on her hands and watch
tv upside down”.

“She could hang from a horizontal bar for a long time”.

These parents, therefore, looked for a gymnastics club where
their daughter could be involved. When these girls joined a club,
they were quickly identified as being gifted and as possessing
potential to be outstanding talented gymnasts. Parents gave
examples of how this worked:

An affiliate of the club for elite gymnasts began near our house;
our daughter joined it when she was 4 years old; now she is 11.
A few months after she joined the club she was already identified
as being talented; she moved to the elite level when she was
5 1/2 years old.

Another described how gymnastics was supposed to be a
stopgap measure during the winter field hockey stop:

She [our daughter] was involved in field hockey but had nothing
to do in the winter. So, we checked out a nearby gymnastics club.
Two weeks after she started there, she was already moved to the
group identified as having “potential”.

Often local clubs had insufficient resources or possibilities for
these girls to develop further. Parents then looked for elite clubs
in other cities although going there meant travel by bike or train
and/or parental chauffeuring duties. A parent explained what
happened when their daughter joined a local club:

The highest level the local gymnastics club offered was the 2nd
division. Few girls practiced at that level; she immediately won
all the competitions. She was dissatisfied with only six practice
hours per week and wanted more of a challenge. The local club
could not offer her more. We then looked at the elite club in City
X to see if that could provide her with the needed challenge and
higher skill levels.

This search for an adequate club, instead of changing to
another sport that could be done locally, was a crucial step in the
entanglement of parents and their daughter with gymnastics, its
culture and skill development model.

This identification of very young talented children for sport is
part of the elite sport program of the Netherlands (Reijgersberg
et al., 2010). This label of having “potential” in gymnastics has
consequences, however, for the young girls and for their entire
families. A parent acknowledged that “gymnastics seems to be a
sport in which the more you practice, the better you become. It is
not just about talent but also about practicing, much more than
in other sports”.
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This time element is considered to be a crucial part of
becoming and being a good gymnast and disrupted regular
family arrangements and routines. The following accounts by two
parents revealed how talent identification can serve as a rationale
for allowing a girl’s involvement in gymnastics to shape family
arrangements:

I have three children. One wanted to play rugby. I told him
he couldn’t because it asked too much: practices twice a week
with competitions in the weekend. But then my daughter began
gymnastics and she was very talented so we let her get involved.
My son did not like that at first but he came to accept it.

We talk about this constantly. It [her participation] affects
everyone in our family; we have to bring and pick her up since
she is only 7. I cannot leave the youngest home alone so she has
to come along. She (the youngest) always says “I’m doing bringing
and picking up” as if that is her activity. How long can we continue
to facilitate this?

Participation is not an individual matter but involves the
whole family and their routines. A parent described how family
routines have been adjusted to fit the talented daughter’s schedule:
“There are also matters such as eating and going to bed on time.
We have to tell the others they have to get going because their
sister has to go to bed. She needs a lot of sleep”. Another parent
conceded the need for changes in family routines for the sake of
a talented child: “We struggle with the same thing. Can we ask
everyone in my family to make sacrifices for one member?”

Family arrangements place the girl’s practice schedule at the
center because that schedule is extensive and intensive. This
rationality about elite gymnastics being a time-consuming sport
gradually became an accepted regime of truth for these parents.
A parent explained how they had to accept a shift from the
original few hours per week of practice to many: “At first we said
she could not practice so many hours in a week and not more
than 4 days a week. Currently she trains 6 days per week and on
some days has double sessions”. These disruptions were complex
because involvement was linked to enjoyment:

The enjoyment of the other family members should not be
sacrificed for the enjoyable experiences of one child. But I see how
happy she is and how she loves it and that we can fit her schedule
into ours. Then she does extremely well, wins a contest and comes
home extremely happy. Can you deny her that?

A parent commented: “I see that she loves it, that she can
continue to improve. The fact that you are one of the best in the
Netherlands does a lot for a person”.

This compliance involving a gradual shift to many hours
and the acceptance of that by parents and gymnasts, is an
example of the subtle working of governmentality. These
accounts about talent identification echo Kilger and Börjesson’s
(2015) assertion that talent selection should be understood as
a discursive repertoire embedded in a legitimacy bounded by
what has been constructed as the identification of essential
skills. Further on, we reveal how the staff used technologies to
counter resistance to the time demands and how the resistance is
diminished and absorbed.

Disciplining Into Docility Through Skill
Development
Once these girls became part of a club, they were embedded in
its long term development plan based on a regime of truth how
young talented gymnasts should be developed, the necessary skill
progressions and what was needed to make them outstanding.
In this manner, they and their parents were regulated into
docility via normalizing judgments about talent development
(Foucault, 1974).

As we explained earlier, the girls were part of a multi-level
program. Each level consisted of hierarchical skill progressions
and development. If an athlete was unable to practice for a while
she might be dropped to a lower level. These levels and the
differences between them formed a technology that pushed the
girls to desire to be at the highest level possible. The negative
consequences associated with possibility of going “down” a level
meant it was difficult for parents to insist on a time out for
their daughters or to protest the number of hours their daughter
spent on gymnastics.

Parents were not happy with the time element as the
data above revealed but as the fragments show below, they
gradually were governed into accepting this regime as necessary.
Although they problematized these practices, they were subtly
led to comply with them. The ways in which the development
plan was regulated and its entanglement with emotions,
especially enjoyment, made it difficult for parents to pull
their daughter out of gymnastics. A parent explained how the
time involvement slowly increased making it difficult to limit
involvement:

It went gradually. First the question was if she could also train
Wednesday afternoons? Then later another afternoon was added.
We thought: “OK she really wants this”. She came home very
enthusiastic about her practice sessions. Then a fourth afternoon
was added, which she really wanted. What is the limit of how
much we let her be involved? That is difficult, who determines
this limit? You really need the hours of practice but is it worth
it? She has talent. Her limit is 32 h since she needs time to eat,
go to school, etc.

The challenge and enjoyment the girls experience in skill
mastery also contributed to the compliance of parents with
the development plan. Two parents explained what skill
mastery meant for their daughters and the emotions that
accompanied working toward skill mastery: “My daughter
loves the challenge of learning new skills. And then she
practices, practices and practices and finally she is able to
do it and thinks ‘Wow!”’ and: “My daughter is not busy
trying to reach the top but mastering new skills”. This love
of mastery also explains why dropping to a lower level was
associated with less enjoyment. The following fragment reveals
how the technology of a skill development plan ensured the
girls did not resist the rules for skill development. A parent
described how the coaches seemed to listen to the parents
and girls about the number of hours of practice and gave
them a voice in limiting the number of hours. In a short
time, however, the girls ended up practicing the expected
number of hours.
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We told the coaches we thought the time required for gymnastics
was becoming too much. They said she could cut back but then
she would have to return to the non-elite level. They added that
it was a shame to waste so much talent. They then let the girls
decide how many hours they wanted to practice and told them
they could remain part of the elite division even with fewer hours
but that it was expected that over time, they would practice more
hours. When our daughter heard she could decide herself and stay
in the elite program, she said she would stay. In about 4 weeks
she increased the number of hours so that she was practicing
according to the expected norm.

Not only the ways vacation time is filled changed when a girl
is marked as talented, but the training regime also shaped school
plans. The parents attributed their acceptance of these changes to
the daughter’s choices:

She used to attend advanced classes at the high school level.
Now she has decided to stop that and devote those mornings to
gymnastic practice instead. We and the school have discussed the
consequences of this decision with her. She then was allowed to
choose what she wanted to do we accepted her choice.

Other parents also constructed their acceptance of the
gymnastics regime based on the choice their daughter made:

When you decide to be involved in elite sport then you have to
sacrifice some things. We explained that to her and told her it was
her choice. We did not push her to stay in the sport, we only tried
to facilitate her choices.

This theme of choice is embedded in many rationalities
parents used to justify their daughter’s participation. This
emphasis on choice that is entangled with enjoyment reveals
why it might be difficult for parents to safeguard the interests
of their daughter.

The long term development plan is part of the assemblage
that regulates processes of governmentality employed by the club.
Parents take on narratives used by the coaching staff that injuries
are par for the course and that if a girl drops out for a time, then
she will never catch up. This element of the assemblage ensured
the girls stayed in the program and did not take a time out for
injuries because they would “fall behind”. A parent described how
this played out:

There never is time for a break; yet the club says they take into
account what this asks of the gymnasts’ bodies. Our daughter has
problems with her foot regardless of the solutions they devise for
her. She does not dare to tell the coach about this although the
staff says they should be told of such things. So, then we choose
and we keep her at home and let her miss a practice.

We note that the parents did not keep her at home until she is
pain free or injury free. A parent explained how the enormity of
hours of gymnastic practice shaped their daughter’s “choice”

If she wants to stop for a while, even if it is only half a year, then
that is the end of it for her. If you become a gymnast at age 6 and
you did if for 4 years and invested so much then it is difficult for a
child to choose another activity.

The long term development regime used by the gymnastic
clubs is both linear and hierarchical. This linearity is similar

to the results found by Dowling et al. (2020) in their analysis
of the Long Term Athletic Development plan used in Canada.
The linearity and hierarchy of such long term development
plans shape the structure of clubs because it consists of various
levels. Gymnasts cannot fall behind. The gymnasts’ fear of
dropping to a lower level, disciplined parents into accepting
the structure. This Long Term Development plan for elite
gymnastics in the Netherlands was controlled by the staff,
primarily the head coaches. Parents and gymnasts had little
to say in it. It was constructed as a regime of truth that was
assumed to produce an “elite” athlete. None of the parents
problematized the plan although they questioned the number of
hours of weekly involvement it required. They accepted those
hours as being a necessary part of the development of their
talented daughter.

Coping With the Assemblage
Parents are also asked to make sacrifices for the sake of their
daughter’s development as a gymnast. There is literally little time
off. A gymnast’s daily, monthly, and yearly schedule is shaped by
the demands of the long term development program in which
there is little room for accommodation of individual desires.
A parent described the dilemmas surrounding family vacations:

Our family ski trips were an established ritual. At first our
daughter wanted to continue to go with us but gradually she
accepted that she could not go. We did not like it because our
family consists of five members and not four.

Although parents problematized these disruptions, they were
unable achieve changes to the schedule and its demands nor
did they pull their daughter out of the club. They engaged
in self-regulation to make the daughter’s schedule a reality
and a necessity.

Parents also described how the staff subtly worked to achieve
acceptance of the practice regimes:

We cut back the number of practice hours after we had moved
and after a family member died. The coaches were unhappy about
this reduction. They said it was OK but their attitude conveyed
something else. I thought: “they do not want to hear that this
[reducing the hours] is necessary or they do not understand why
this is necessary”.

This unhappiness served as a way to govern parents
and daughter so that these parents felt pressured
to increase the number of practice hours as quickly
as possible.

Parents had other concerns as well. They problematized the
possible effect that the many hours of practice and the types
of activities might have on their daughter’s body. Infertility
was a major concern. A parent shared what they found on
internet: “I googled a bit and then read that muscle mass
should not be too large because that [large muscle mass]
leads to a low percentage of body fat which then means
you are infertile”. Another echoed this fear but took it a
step further: “I am troubled by the idea that if you practice
elite sport for a long time, that leads to difficulties in having
children. I do not want this [her possible infertility] on my
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conscience”. Another problematized the exercises the girls
needed do to be able to execute a full split: “When I see
how much those girls are stretched then I am not sure how
safe it is for them”. These parents have seemingly taken on a
discourse about the frailty of girls’ bodies and the purported
detrimental effect elite sport can have on their bodies. This
biopolitical stance has been part of the (negative) discourse
about the effects of girls and women engaging in competitive
sports since the 1920s (Jackson and Tinkler, 2007). The clubs
addressed this concern during an evening for parents during
which a former athlete and coach challenged these myths.
Interestingly, parents were not so much concerned about
the possibility of their daughters being underweight and/or
possibly developing eating disorders than they were about
their fertility.

Despite attempts by the staff to counter parental
rationalities with technologies such as member meetings,
parents at times questioned if their daughter’s involvement
was worth it. They did so by drawing primarily on neo-
liberal discourses of utility and weighing that against her
enjoyment. Ultimately, they all used affect, the enjoyment
factor, to justify their daughter’s involvement. A parent
admitted:

My daughter is not that good but she trains many hours per week.
I then wonder: “Is this worth it?” She cannot use her skills later
for a job or to earn money with it. She participates in it because
it is fun and it increases her self-confidence and to perform under
pressure. But you can achieve that in other ways as well.

Another had similar questions about her daughter’s
participation after watching a documentary about mental
and physical abuse in gymnastics:

The only thing my daughter knows is that gymnastics is
lots of fun and is enjoyable. But there is so much more
to do outside of gymnastics. She is only 6. When can we
let her choose and when do we choose for her? I find that
very difficult.

The emotions that accompany winning, governed the parents
into complying with the program:

But it is difficult to set a limit as to how far you can go. She wants
to win competitions and after that become even better and win
more competitions at a higher level. How can you then say: “You
have to stop?”

Although the foregoing describes the objections parents had
to many parts of the training rituals at the club, they based their
acceptance of these arrangements on their perceptions of their
child’s enjoyment.

Intersections of Emotions and
Discourses
Parents claimed they used their daughter’s emotions as a guide
for safeguarding her interests and wellbeing. Enjoyment was
often the criterion for continuing in the sport and with the rigid
training regime. Although identification of talent was the major
reason these girls became involved in the first place, enjoyment

was the central reason given by parents for permitting their
daughters to continue participation “Gymnastics is primarily
about enjoyment and having fun”. And: “If a child enjoys
gymnastics a lot, who are you to say: it has to stop?”

Parents and daughters invested a great deal of affect/emotions
in the sport and in their daughters. According to these parents’
success produced happiness. They argue:

“As long as she enjoys it, it is OK”,

“I see she is involved because she fully enjoys it. She does not feel
pressure to perform, which is probably why she does so well”.

“I am pleased with her involvement and will continue to support
her in this as long as she enjoys it and injuries can be contained”.

This emphasis on pleasure seemed to serve as the guiding
principle for parents for allowing their daughter to engage
with gymnastics, regardless of coaching methods and time
involvement. Parents enjoyed watching their daughters flourish
due to their success. They were pleased with her progress. They
were proud to have a highly skilled daughter. Parents said: “It is
special to have a daughter who is involved in elite gymnastics”
and “Now that she has been selected to the Junior national
team, she realizes she is more capable than she realized. She
realizes she might be able to reach the finals at the national
competition”. They also acknowledged that this elite level asks
a lot: “If you do not work hard, you are out”. The emotions of
parents also contributed to accepting the current arrangements
or technologies “I love seeing how she develops as a gymnast and
how much pleasure she gets out of being able to execute a skill
that she was unable to do previously”. And: “No we do not feel
we pressure her to win. She loves competitions. We just have to
make sure WE stay calm”.

These perceptions and constructions of pleasure/fun and
competence were the norm for continued participation.
Ahmed (2010), in her discussion of the functions of
promises of enjoyment or happiness, has argued that
this promise has a governing character because it pushes
individuals toward that that might bring that happiness.
This promise played a large role in governing both parents
and their daughters in their acceptance of practices that
constituted the development of these gymnasts. Happiness
also played a role in how parents regarded and accepted the
behaviors and practices of the coaches of their daughters but
possibly also contributed to parental inability to safeguard
her interests and/or wellbeing and/or to mitigate the
coach-athlete relationship.

Constructing Coach-Athlete
Relationships
Parents attached a great deal of importance to the athlete-
coach relationship but also recognized there was little they
could do to influence that. They did problematize some of
the interactions between coach and athlete. They wanted
the elite coaches to use positive pedagogical practices.
“These coaches want the children to work very hard and
trust them to do so. It is important that then they are
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complimented for their work”. Another recounted how a
coach scolded a girl by saying: “Don’t think you will be
allowed to compete if you work like this”. Several parents
problematized negative pedagogical practices used by the
top-level coaches:

They are not very pedagogically minded and say stuff at times
when they should not. They also did that when we temporarily
cut back the hours our daughter practiced. I think it was
totally inappropriate.

A parent contended that what makes her distrust a coach is
favoritism while another pointed out that remarks by a head
coach can demoralize gymnasts: “The only thing that demotivates
or discourages her [my daughter] are snide remarks by a coach”.
Another parent complained:

The elite level coaches do not even write a summary of our
discussion with them about our daughter’s development. Other
coaches at lower levels do make such summaries. We talked
about this with one of the assistant coaches, who understands
but can do little.

The parents also did not like the negative attitude held
by top coaches about schooling. “They have said that school
is not that important”. Such an attitude by coaches suggests
they see these gymnasts as objects with bodies to be trained
(Donnelly, 1993). They do not see them as (little) girls
who have been largely shut out of the usual life for girls
their age.

Some of the parents expected their daughter to negotiate
obstacles she may encounter in her relationship with a coach.
“We push our daughter to address problems she has with the
coach or coaching practices; we discuss it at home and then
she talks it over with the coach. We try to stay out of it”. This
“solution” seems to make the daughter solely responsible for her
relationship with a coach and treats that relationship in a rational
manner (Pike and Scott, 2014). Given the age of the gymnasts,
the hierarchy that exists in elite sport and the authority assigned
to coaches in the coach athlete relationship, this may not be the
best way to safeguard a child. Other parents acknowledged that
what a coach says influences young gymnasts but that they have
little influence as parents because they are in a lower hierarchical
position. For example, a parent was unhappy with some of the
things the coaches said to the gymnasts. “I do not know if the
coaches can change. They need to see the effect of their words. I
can support my daughter but they have a larger influence. She is
powerless with respect to them”.

The parents constructed coaches that treat gymnasts in a
negative manner, as an exception, however. According to them,
“Most coaches are not like that; they push hard but in a positive
manner”. Parents seemed to accept the current coaching situation
because they had experiences with other coaches at lower levels
who used positive pedagogical practices. None of the “other”
coaches are elite head coaches, however. Other studies of athlete-
coach relationships suggest that a head coach is given a great
deal of room to engage in punitive practices because of his or
her perceived knowledge and expertise (Kerr and Stirling, 2012;
Jacobs et al., 2017; Smits et al., 2017; McMahon et al., 2018).

Parents who were part of PAP sessions wanted to learn how to
deal with, to ignore or to address such practices. Learning how
to work with or around this behavior may, however, suggest
acceptance. An angry parent objected to having to learn to
deal with specific coaching behaviors that she/he thought were
inappropriate. S/he exclaimed: “I do not need to be taught how
to deal with that behavior since such behavior is simply wrong!”
These parents problematized coaching behaviors and tried to
bring about change by talking to assistant coaches.

There were few reports of parents confronting the elite coaches
directly. Parents attributed a great deal of authority to head
coaches. By doing so, they were disciplined into tolerating
coaching behaviors and working around them. This way of
working served as a technology that enabled coaches to ignore
how the lives of these gymnasts and their complex daily realities
may be at odds with the “real” world in which they live. They
are both children and gymnasts but the child part faded into
the background possibly because it was not embedded into the
structured development plan of the clubs that focused solely on
developing talent. The process of governmentality ensured that
parents in general came to accept this (Bailey and Collins, 2013;
Dowling et al., 2020). Although they did not agree with the nature
of the interactions of some of the coaches with their daughters,
parents normalized the behavior. Similar to those involved in
the McMahon et al. (2018) study cited earlier, these parents
seemed to assume that punitive coaching behaviors are a normal
part of gymnastic culture. A parent asserted that: “I’ve read
the media accounts and the [critical] book by retired gymnasts,
but I do not see that type of behavior as mentioned in that
book”. This normalization suggests processes of governmentality
have worked well to ensure these parents accepted behaviors as
normal while also acknowledging that these behaviors may not
be pedagogically acceptable.

Parents were inclined to acquiesce to the ways coaches
behaved and to the development plan because they had few
notions of what elite gymnastics demands. They realized they had
a knowledge and experience deficit concerning the practices of
elite gymnastics. “The coaches simply want them to work very
hard. They do not ask too much of her. This is what elite sport
is and we tell her that continually”. A parent described how their
own sport history is quite different:

We [parents] have played another sport competitively. Things
were quite different there. We have to trust these [gymnastic]
coaches including knowing what “normal” growth and
development is and that the injuries are part of this development.

And:

Her ambition is to go to the Olympics. I think: “Why not? Hold
on to your dreams and why shouldn’t you reach that level?” I also
know the road to achievement is long and difficult. Everything is
possible if you work hard, make a commitment to your goals, have
a bit of luck and stay injury free.

This acknowledgment of their deficit in knowledge and
expertise and their acceptance of coaching behaviors they do not
like, therefore, served as a technology that limited parents in their
ability to safeguard their daughter’s interests. Discursive power
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is never complete, however. There is always room for resistance
(Foucault, 1974, 1991).

Resisting Governmentality
The foregoing revealed how the clubs navigated the resistance of
parents of arrangements that seemed problematic by introducing
a measure gradually. Problematization was not just confined
to head coach behaviors but included other issues such as
communication between the club and parents. The clubs
attempted to communicate with parents and children through
Instagram, Facebook and an irregular newsletter and a member
council. A parent agreed that “Communication with the coaching
staff is not ideal yet but getting better”. Another parent, however,
contended that communication by the coaching staff with parents
and gymnasts was ineffective/lacking. For example, a parent
contended that “coaches want the girls to be independent. But
then they tell these girls so much in a meeting, that the girls forget.
A week later my daughter says something that she remembers
from the discussion”.

Parents were able to push for change on several issues with
respect to physical and mental wellbeing of their daughters. At
first, only those gymnasts who were part of the top level could
make use of the physiotherapist and the mental coach. Parents
who wanted access to these professional services initially had to
pay for this themselves. The only exception to this rule was that
the club paid for these services for those who competed at the
international level. The parents argued that all children should
be able to access this support. “There are fewer support resources
for parents of pupils and juniors than for seniors. We don’t agree
because all those girls train an equal number of hours!” These
complaints from parents have had some effect: The services of
the support staff have been gradually changing to encompass all
the children. Thus parents were able to transform several of their
problematizations of technologies into structural change. Such
transformations were rare.

In summary then, the parents of elite young gymnasts
were governed into acceptance of an assemblage of dominant
club practices infused with emotions such as pleasure and
enjoyment. This assemblage included the identification of their
daughter as being talented and as enjoying her development as
a gymnast, an almost unquestioned adherence to a hierarchical
skill structure, colonization of time by the staff that resulted in
many hours of practice and disruptions of family constellations,
affect in coach-athlete relationships and moments of parental
resistance. The socialization of parents is at the center of this
complex assemblage.

DISCUSSION

The data analysis revealed that parenting of these elite gymnasts
occurred in a highly affectively charged space; both parents and
gymnasts had a large emotional investment in their participation
in the programs. The successful development of the gymnasts
produced happiness; it was that happiness that enabled both
parents and gymnasts to continue to be involved even when
they did not agree with club policies or behaviors of some

of the coaches. Over time, parental voices became compatible
with the objectives of the coaching staff due to the technologies
employed by the staff. For example, the staff listened and did
not say no to the parents’ request to reduce the number of
training hours but instituted a process that gave parents and
gymnasts a say in the number of weekly hours spent training.
Within 4 weeks the girls had returned to their usual training
routines. This entanglement of emotions with rationalities used
by parents to allow their daughter’s involvement to take up most
of her time and disrupt the whole family suggests why making
parents primarily responsible for safeguarding their daughter’s
wellbeing in elite gymnastics may be inappropriate. The emotions
and the construction of their daughter as talented combined to
produce compliance even when parents problematized certain
practices. These problematizations were, however, largely based
on rational thought, rarely produced alternative discourses and
rarely brought about significant transformations of technologies
and rationalities that comprised elite gymnastics at these clubs.

The regulatory processes of these clubs based on the
skill development framework normalized certain standards of
behavior for parents and gymnasts. For example, the many hours
of practice, rewards, exclusion or inclusion from certain groups
and the learning/progressions that promoted skill mastery,
instilled in parents and their daughters club norms and the desire
to comply with these norms.

The governmental process that socialized these parents into
being good gymnastic parents may have been strengthened by
the societal discourse of what it means to be a good parent
when a child is involved in sport. Coakley (2006) has argued that
many parents believe that organized youth sport is a valued site
where children build character, learn to cooperate and compete
and to take on responsibility. Trussell and Shaw (2012) found
that parents of young athletes were actively involved in their
child’s participation and allowed it to disrupt family rituals and
resources because they felt “their moral worth as a parent [was]
evaluated by their children’s successful participation in youth
sport, and the parents’ visible investment in this pursuit.” (p.
390). Consequently, these gymnastic parents may have been
governed in various ways to accept the norms of conduct in these
gymnastic clubs.

When parents and their daughters as well as the coaching staff
assumed these norms were common sense, they were exercising
power over themselves (Gallagher, 2008). These norms were
coercive but also became productive. The girls mastered skills,
did well in competitions and were able to move through skill
progressions to learn even more challenging skills. This mastery
produced enjoyment upon which parents based their decision to
allow her to continue. This productive nature of governmentality
strengthened the idea that the practices and other elements of the
assemblage that produced club culture were normal and common
sense. Whatever role these elements comprising this assemblage
actually played in this normalization and acquiescence, up to a
point they possessed their own:

specific regularities, logic, strategy, self-evidence and “reason”. It
is a question of analyzing a “regime of practices” – practices being
understood here as places where what is said and what is done,
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rules imposed and reasons given, the planned and the taken for
granted meet and interconnect (Foucault, 1991: 75).

The results revealed that processes of governmentality resulted
in these parents moving into the acceptance/acquiescence stage
of what Kerr and Stirling (2012) have called consecutive
steps of grooming by coaches and staff that can normalize
abusive practices. The first step consists of talent identification
followed by parents being asked to trust the coach (step
2) and thus relinquishing a great deal of control over their
daughter’s wellbeing. The data revealed how these steps of
talent identification and being disciplined into obeying/trusting
the coaches disciplined the parents and gymnasts into self-
regulation. The parents had concerns, however (step 3) and
used PAP to problematize certain practices such as time
spent, demotions through levels, disrupted family vacations,
and negative pedagogical practices by coaches. However, the
data analysis suggested parents were subjected to processes of
governmentality by the staff that constructed these practices
as normal. In this manner the complicity of parents and their
daughters (as well as the staff) were continuously secured
(step 4) despite parental resistance. These young gymnasts,
therefore, will continue to be vulnerable to abusive practices
during their gymnastic careers since their parents may be able
to do little to safeguard their wellbeing, unless she stops her
involvement in gymnastics. Step 5 of Kerr and Stirling’s model
of progressive steps of grooming pertains to coaches engaging
in emotional, sexual and/or physical abusive behavior often with
little resistance or knowledge of its occurrence by parents. Lang
(2010a) has argued that the number of hours these girls spend on
the sport can be seen as abusive. She contended that:

recognition that such long training hours have become
normalized as part of the discursive regime of elite youth
sport has led to suggestions that elite youth sport more closely
resembles the adult world of work than the child’s world of play,
and that child athletes are being exploited in ways that would not
be tolerated in other social settings (p. 60).

The gradual aspect of this process of governmentality that
normalized these practices as well as the many issues that
comprised its assemblage make it extremely difficult to hold these
parents solely responsible for safeguarding the well-being and
interest of their daughters in elite gymnastics. The technologies
of the development plan with its various hierarchical levels, the
purported enjoyment of the girls and the authority granted to
coaching expertise and experience exercised power that socialized
parents into acceptance and acquiescence of the assemblage that
constituted elite gymnastics for young girls.

The responsibility for safeguarding described at the
beginning of this manuscript seems to assume parents
are not absorbed into the organizational and practice
culture of a sport club and that they are able to be critical
of and resist club norms and coaching practices. The
results suggest this assumption is unfounded and not
situated in the complex assemblage shaping gymnastic
practices. This emphasis on individuals shaping their own
subjectivities is significant, for it extends the terrain of

government even further into the very depths of the soul
(Rose, 2000).

CONCLUSION

The results revealed that being a parent of an elite gymnast
who has been identified as having talent is comprised of
complexities that form an assemblage. This assemblage consists
of issues such as parental acceptance of discourses about the
development of an elite gymnast, parental involvement based
on perceptions of their daughter’s enjoyment of skill mastery,
the authority parents granted to coaches and expertise, the
required flexibility of family structures and of other societal
structures such as schooling. These intersected and produced the
“good” gymnast and the acquiescent parent. Young gymnasts
and their parents were socialized by these elements into
what seems like total colonization of time and energy to
adhere to the rationalities or discourses about development
of young talents and what it means to be an elite gymnast
and her parents.

Limitations and Future Directions
This study foregrounded relations of power exercised through
governmentalities that were constituted in an assemblage of
various elements. The findings suggest that the use of the
concepts of assemblage, discourses, affect and governmentality
enabled us to go beyond descriptions of coach-athlete
interactions and to uncover complexities of changing practices
in elite WAG and of supporting parents who are unable to
enact change. The results also revealed the necessity of taking
the entanglement of emotions and discourses into account in
the study of sport practice. We did not ascertain the extent to
which these findings were specific to the performance culture in
elite WAG. Possibly other sports may be constituted by similar
assemblages at the elite levels, even if athletes may begin at a later
age than do gymnasts.

Our research focus was on parents of the youngest gymnasts
who had been identified as talented. The replication of this
and earlier studies on WAG in various countries could reveal
the extent to which the assemblages that comprise systems and
coach training may vary by country. Such investigations may
offer other insights for possible change. Further research also
needs to explore under which conditions parents are able to
resist processes of governmentality and how these processes
may stimulate them to withdraw their daughter from elite
WAG. Such knowledge may assist parents in devising strategies
that enhance their ability to safeguard the wellbeing of their
daughters in WAG.
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Several studies have revealed the abusive behaviors directed against athletes in various

sports contexts, but knowledge about the processes by which the athletes realize and

accept or reject maltreatment is underdeveloped. Thus, it is difficult to establish a solid

scientific basis for characterizing the mechanisms of maltreatment from the athletes’

perspective regarding the forms of maltreatment they endure and the impact on their

performance and wellbeing. The main goals of this paper are to show how the enactive

approach (including theoretical assumptions and methodological standards) can meet

these challenges, as it is well-suited to (a) describe the evolving interactions between

athletes and the sports situations that lead to maltreatment (i.e., navigating in the gray

area of coach-athlete relationships), (b) identify those alert landmarks that help us assess

the level of risk of athlete maltreatment, and (c) provide concrete guidelines to prevent

and deal with sports-related maltreatment. We illustrate our approach by a case study

that examines the experience of a retired high-level boxer who faced several forms of

maltreatment. Our results reveal a dynamic change in the interactions between the boxer

and the maltreatment situations that led her through (a) Acceptance (i.e., future-oriented

positive involvement), (b) Regulation attempt (i.e., negative feelings about weight loss,

exhaustion and loneliness, questioning the compromise between performance and

health, acceptance and loneliness), (c) Distancing (i.e., reopening to others) and (d)

Rejection (i.e., rebellion and the decision to stand up to her coach and leave). Based

on our results, we present concrete guidelines to prevent and address sports-related

maltreatment, with four progressive alert landmarks that help situate the athlete in

the gray area of coach-athlete relationships and suggest a “timeline” of maltreatment

escalation with key warnings.

Keywords: athlete lack of power, sports situation, maltreatment acceptance, maltreatment rejection, enaction
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INTRODUCTION

Safeguarding refers to the measures taken to assure athletes’
safety and human rights (Kerr and Stirling, 2019, p. 372),
including those measures that foster the positive effects of
sports participation that all athletes should benefit from. Today,
maltreatment prevention appears crucial in a context in which
sports participation is often accompanied by societal tensions
around discrimination, cheating and other antisocial behaviors
(e.g., harm, insult), as well as a disrespect for basic human
rights. Indeed, recent events have demonstrated that athlete
maltreatment in training and competition is not rare, but instead
seems to occur more frequently than expected, with the effect
of weakening the belief in the positive outcomes of sports
participation (e.g., sex abuse scandal in American gymnastics,
French ice skating and English soccer, Sierra Leone’s women’s
football team; physical abuse in the Japanese Olympic women’s
judo team). In this article, we will use the term maltreatment as
conceptualized by Fortier et al. (2020) and defined by the World
HealthOrganization (2002, p. 59) as “All forms of physical and/or
emotional abuse, sexual abuse, neglect or negligent treatment,
or commercial or other exploitation, resulting in actual or
potential harm to the child’s health, survival, development or
dignity, in the context of a relationship of responsibility, trust
or power.” To counter sports-related maltreatment, safeguarding
policies and procedures are generally based on prevention
designs (e.g., background checks and education of coaches,
implementation of responsive measures). Yet, the Safe Sport
initiatives defined by the IOC are not always communicated to
or applied by national sports federation leaders, who may indeed
lack the financial resources and staff to deal with questions of
sports-related maltreatment, despite the evidence that following
these initiatives will greatly enhance their safeguarding actions
(Marsollier andVerschuuren, 2022). Also, we argue that although
these safeguarding procedures have been based on general
human rights principles (e.g., the policies and procedures for safe
and healthy sport acknowledge that all athletes have the right
to be treated with respect and protected from violence), they do
not sufficiently and specifically consider the situations of athletes
who are faced with potential maltreatment. For example, apart
from clearly unacceptable behaviors, such as striking an athlete
or sexual harassment, do we truly understand the process by
which some athletes accept to train with injuries or yield to other
unreasonable demands, being pushed beyond their limits – and
this despite the normative discourse that condemns this type of
coaching behavior?

Recently, the Formula One champion Max Verstappen noted
that among the reasons he is now a world champion is the
harsh and disrespectful treatment he received from his father
when he was a child and teen (Bielderman, 2021). The famous
swimmer Fredrica Pellegrini gave a similar description of her
coach Philippe Lucas’s treatment (Monde, 2011). At the last
Olympic Games, Martyna Trajdos explained that being shaken
and slapped by her trainer provided the basis for the ritual she put
into place to mentally prepare herself before her fights (France,
2021). We might wonder whether this type of athlete would even
want help or ever be willing to denounce this type of treatment.

In contrast, Marie-José Perec decided at one point to break away
from her coach, acknowledging the technical skills she had gained
with him that had enabled her to achieve her best performances
in the 200 and 400m, but also noting that she could no longer
bear his values, inflexibility, and reprimands (Le Monde, 2003).
By better understanding the activities that lead athletes to accept,
question, fight, freeze, or flee and reject maltreatment (i.e.,
negotiate), we might provide more accurate information for
building a safeguarding system specifically situated in the elite
sports context.

Psychosocial Interactions as the Lens for

Analyzing Sports-Related Maltreatment

and Safeguarding Actions
The current safeguarding policies are based on the cognitivist
assumption (i.e., a set of theories on the processes of knowledge
acquisition) according to which a good practices system will
change elite sports behaviors. We argue that believing that
sports-related maltreatment can be eradicated is wishful thinking
because changing the system will never sufficiently constrain the
actions and thoughts of all stakeholders. Coaches, for example,
cannot be prevented from using coercive methods to achieve
top performances from their athletes, nor can certain athletes
be prevented from seeking dependency relationships with their
coaches or acceptingmaltreatment in order to achieve their goals.
Thus, we propose to consider sports-related maltreatment at
another level: an ecological dynamic approach that assumes that
athletes’ and coaches’ behaviors result from self-organization (as
opposed to organizations imposed from schemas, mental models,
or cultural influences; Newell, 1991). In other words, even if the
sports system must change, it is still important to examine the
psychosociological interactions that may organize independently
of prevention policies.

In this article, we explore how safeguarding might be
expanded to better take into account the complexity of sports
participation, especially in what we call the “gray area of
coach-athlete relationships.” In this gray area, a wide range of
coaching behaviors may be either acceptable or unacceptable
(maltreatment) depending on the circumstances, the coach’s
intent, and the frequency of the maltreatment occurrences.
Indeed, the athletes interviewed by Marsollier et al. (2022)
described coaching behaviors as unacceptable not based on the
nature of the behavior itself but on three main factors: (a) the
actual or potential negative consequences for athletes’ well-being
or performances, (b) the coach’s poor ethics (e.g., bad intentions,
problematic attitudes, exceeding the role of coach), and (c)
the characteristics of the coaching behavior (i.e., uselessness,
inappropriateness, with high frequency or high intensity). For
example, coaches may hug their athletes to celebrate a victory
or console after a defeat (acceptable coaching behavior), but
this can slide into sexual abuse if it is done without an
athlete’s consent. In the same vein, while comparing one athlete
to another in a constructive and positive way is acceptable,
constantly comparing an athlete in a negative and malicious
way would be unacceptable (maltreatment). Also, training at the
top level often means mistreating one’s own body by pushing
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it to the limit, whether to gain control or attain forms of
narcissist completeness (Lévèque, 1985; Le Breton, 2015; Hauw
and Bilard, 2017). Thus, the risk of not examining the behaviors
potentially sought or accepted by elite athletes may well result
in a naïve understanding of their relationships with the potential
maltreatment situations and the associated processes. In this
article, we assume that safeguarding is also about equipping
sports stakeholders with effective, concrete and good practices (in
addition to prevention policies).

Maltreatment in Elite Sport
A few qualitative studies have highlighted several forms of
maltreatment at the top level: apparent forced training with its
deleterious physical consequences (Adams and Kavanagh, 2020),
yelling, intentional denial of attention and support (Stirling
and Kerr, 2008), silent treatment, belittling, scapegoating and
isolating (Gervis and Dunn, 2004), as well as rigid weight
control regimes and training/competing with injuries (Pinheiro
et al., 2014). All these studies have pointed out the gray area
of coach-athlete relationships, wherein these athletes negotiate
maltreatment situations by mostly accepting them through their
normalization. Indeed, despite the negative impact of these
behaviors on the interviewed athletes, they normalized them as
part of training (Stirling and Kerr, 2009; Pinheiro et al., 2014;
Adams and Kavanagh, 2020) and described strategies (Kavanagh
et al., 2017) for coping with them. In parallel, a few sociological
studies have highlighted the tendency of some athletes to train
despite injuries, pain, or exhaustion; the imposition of extreme
training regimens; and the negotiation of such situations by
normalizing these behaviors in certain sports cultures (Hughes
and Coakley, 1991; Kerr, 2010; Pike and Scott, 2015). However,
we do not know how the negotiation of maltreatment situations
takes place and how it evolves over time and with circumstances:
that is, how acceptance is built, whether there is clear consent,
and why athletes stay involved even when the situation slips into
a conflictual state. Yet not having this knowledge has notably
limited our ability to design and build efficient safeguarding
policies and procedures for athletes. Additional studies are thus
needed to better understand the processes by which athletes
negotiate (e.g., accept, reject) the gray-zone sports situations that
lead to or become maltreatment. Indeed, we need to gain a more
precise understanding of why these situations emerge.

The aims of this article are to (a) present an original approach
to describe the evolution in the interactions between athletes and
the sports situations that lead to maltreatment (i.e., navigating
in the gray area of coach-athlete interactions), (b) identify those
alert landmarks that help us recognize the level of risk of athlete
maltreatment, and (c) provide concrete guidelines to prevent and
deal with sports-related maltreatment.

METHODS

Paradigmatic Position and Theoretical

Approach
In the theoretical framework of the biology of cognition and
the autopoietic system (Varela et al., 1974), the situatedness
of a phenomenon is linked to human experience and emerges

from a self-organized process of coupling that a person
establishes with the environment. Situated experience is thus
the enactment of the meaningful worlds (i.e., actions, situations,
thoughts, emotions, body feelings) in which individuals live,
depending on their histories and the current situations and
perspectives in which they are engaged (e.g., Varela et al.,
1991). For athletes, the sporting environment is generally the
main situation: that is, what is meaningful for them at each
period of their life course. Indeed, this framework can be
used to describe how gray-zone sports situations can slide
into maltreatment situations by examining the evolution in the
various states of an individual’s enacted experience. Moreover,
experience is enacted in the various temporal horizons that
constitute the dynamics of relationships between past, present,
and future time at each meaningful period of an athlete’s history
(Varela, 1999). This means that experience is a stream or a
course represented by the succession of meaningful periods
characterized by diachronic and synchronic coherences (e.g.,
Theureau, 2003). Whereas synchronic coherence describes the
structure of participants’ activity during a specific episode (i.e.,
one unit of activity), diachronic coherence provides insight
into the successive transformations of participants’ activity in
their singularity. To summarize, by examining the situatedness
of sports-related maltreatment, we can provide descriptions of
and insight into the processes by which athletes negotiate (e.g.,
accept, reject) the gray-zone sports situations that lead to or
become maltreatment.

Several sports studies using this situated approach have
developed situated analyses in various domains of sporting
concerns, such as performance (e.g., Rochat et al., 2018),
learning (e.g., Rochat et al., 2020), and coaching (e.g., D’Arripe-
Longueville et al., 2001). Notably, studies in the field of
the antidoping sciences have investigated the emergence of
substance use over athletes’ careers and identified the meaningful
components of the situations linked to doping (e.g., Hauw,
2013). These studies have identified the diachronic coherence
in the succession of life-course episodes that progressively led
athletes to accept to begin doping (e.g., Hauw and Bilard, 2012).
In addition, the authors have identified the various synchronic
organizations that characterize the differentiated meaningful
couplings between athletes’ activity and doping (e.g., Hauw and
Mohamed, 2015). As this research has resulted in prevention
recommendations (Hauw, 2017), we expected that the situated
approach would offer new insights through an in-depth analysis
of the processes by which athletes negotiate the sports situations
that lead to maltreatment.

Participant
Erika (pseudonym), the athlete we interviewed, was a 30-year-
old former Canadian boxer who had experienced several forms
of maltreatment (i.e., physical and psychological maltreatment,
neglect) from her coach for 5 years, until the end of her
career. During this period of sporting life, she competed at the
national level and practiced 6 days and about 15 h a week. The
athlete’s experience was collected as part of a global research
project to analyze maltreatment situations in high-level sport
within the French-speaking world. This project received the
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approval of the ethics committee of the University of Lausanne
209 (C_SSP_052021_00005).

Data Collection
As presented in Vignette 1, two types of data were collected
to reenact the activity of this athlete who had been maltreated
during her career: (a) traces of past activity and (b) verbalizations
regarding these traces elicited during an enactive interview.

Protocol Presentation
This vignette details the protocol of data collection with its three
parts: (a) assessment of the athlete’s personal resources (stability,
support, situation), assurance of or help in setting up a “safe
place,” and presentation of the two sessions of data collection;
(b) the reconstruction of traces of past activity; and (c) the
self-confrontation with these traces of past activity.

The Assessment of Personal Resources
The protocol aimed to put the athlete in a situation in which
she had to re-enact her past experience. This can be difficult
and stressful, and it may generate emotional reactions that
need to be controlled. In this part, this is explained to the
athlete, as is the researcher’s need to ask some personal questions
before starting the data collection per se. We thus examined
the athlete’s resources for coping with potentially negative
reactions post-interview.

The athlete’s ability to handle the interview was assessed on
three points: (a) a brief anamnesis to determine her internal
and external psychosocial resources (family, professional and
possible current difficulties), (b) determination as to whether or
not psychological work was or is part of the treatment of one or
more of these traumas, and (c) the athlete’s affirmation of having
a safe place to go as a strategy for managing emotional states.

Generally, if the assessment reveals sufficient resources, the
interview continues. “Safe place” training is given in the event of
unfamiliarity with the technique. Psychological work in progress
postpones the research interview until the work ends. An
insufficient number of psychosocial resources (isolation, no social
activities) excludes a person from the sample. In this situation, we
explain the reason of the decision and thank the participant after
asking whether he or she has any further questions.

Reconstruction of Traces of Past Activity
The aim of this part is to rebuild the athlete’s sporting life history
related to themaltreatment with the identification of time periods
(i.e., what happened, when, where... until today). It is done with
a “factual” interview that usually lasts one and half hours.

The phenomenon under study must be clearly delimited
temporally (i.e., ONE form of maltreatment, then other forms
of maltreatment: combined forms of maltreatment). The athlete
was invited to review past periods of her sporting life course
by characterizing meaningful and factual elements that were
personal in the development of her sporting life course related to
maltreatment. We asked for themes or key events that described
a coherent period of the life course (synchronic coherence). To
help the athlete and ensure that this coherence was characterized,
various themes were systematically asked about, such as types

of athlete interactions with coaches, peers, officials, support
networks, and medical/paramedical staff. Questions centered on
descriptions of facts (e.g., results, hours of training) and actions
or behaviors (i.e.,What were you doing?What did the coach do?).

The interviewer then segmented the sporting life course
into coherent, successive episodes. The first representation was
structured with the athlete in the form of Figure 1.

This part is aimed at drawing the first representation of
the story with a succession of episodes. It is then finalized by
the researcher when the first interview is finished, using the
transcript (or listening again the recordings).

The Self-Confrontation With These Traces of Past

Activity
In this part, we ask the athlete to re-enact each of the episodes
in order to bring forth the experience linked with these periods.
Thus, the presentation of the traces of past activity was displayed
and re-read in order to contextualize the activity and stimulate
access to the experience. The athlete was asked to concentrate
on each episode and relive what was happening. Concretely, we
asked her to “try to tell me what you experienced at that time.”

The questions that followed asked for details about emotional
reactions, mind states, perceptions of the athlete and her activity.
We also sought information on the questions and understandings
of what was at stake at this period. We strictly re-centered
the athlete on the periods as they were lived and not as she
thought about them now. We also asked for probes regarding
the changes from one period to another. Finally, requests for
ignoring overgeneralization were made (e.g., “training is always
hard” or “a coach must be stimulating”).

This part of the interview aims to complete the first
representation in two directions: (a) add experiential information
regarding each episode, and (b) bring forth the meaningful
activity that is included as a whole of factual elements and that is
experienced lived by the athlete. This is finalized by the researcher
when this second interview is finished, using the transcript (or
listening again the recordings) and the theme/key event is moved
to the “unit of activity” that corresponds to the meaningful units
of meanings in the context of the diachronic and synchronic
coherences of the enacted activity regarding maltreatment (see
Figure 2). This final representation constitutes the material for
data treatment.

We used the data collected during the first interview
to organize the sporting life course related to the boxer’s
maltreatment (see Vignette 1, Figure 1).

Data Treatment
Following the procedure described in Vignette 1, Figure 2,
synchronic and diachronic coherences were first re-built using
the transcripts of the first and second interviews. To recall,
we began first by considering the results of the first interview,
which segmented the timeline into meaningful episodes with
themes or key events. Then, for each episode we aggregated the
information gathered in the second interview to transform the
episodes into units of meaningful activity that the athlete had
experienced. Three dimensions were considered: (a) the coach’s
actions that the athlete perceived as meaningful (e.g., He makes
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FIGURE 1 | First representation of the sporting life course related to maltreatment.

FIGURE 2 | Representation of the diachronic and synchronic coherences of the enacted activity regarding maltreatment.

constant remarks about my weight), (b) the athlete’s meaningful
actions (e.g., I got dehydrated because it was the only way to
lose weight), and (c) the meaningful experience related to these
first two dimensions (e.g., Every time I put on my gloves, I
cry). We used a first- or third-person formulation at this level.
Then, we formulated a title that summarized each unit of activity
using nouns (e.g., Exhaustion and loneliness, Rebellion).We then
independently coded all these data and compared our codings
to determine the most representative final version regarding
the interviews.

We next examined the elements that described the dynamics
of evolution for each of the three dimensions included in
the stream of the units of activity. We expected to describe
the process by which the interactions between the coach and
athlete evolved and the various forms of negotiation regarding
maltreatment (e.g., acceptance, rejection). We also expected to
identify alert landmarks that would reflect the dynamics of a
construction of maltreatment set up by her coach.

RESULTS

In the following sections, we expand on the key elements
displayed in Figure 3, which illustrates the methodology for
examining the diachronic (i.e., maltreatment experience at one

point) and synchronic (i.e., maltreatment experience over the
period of time studied) coherences.

The results for the diachronic coherence revealed eight
periods that segmented the meaningful life course and the
dynamics of acting and experiencing in maltreatment situations.
As presented in Figure 3, the boxer shifted from various types
of coherence in the interaction with the maltreatment situations.
These corresponded to Acceptance (i.e., future-oriented positive
involvement; Unit of Activity 1), Regulation attempt (i.e.,
negative feelings about weight loss, exhaustion and loneliness,
questioning the compromise between performance and health,
acceptance and loneliness; Units of Activity 2–5), Distancing

(i.e., reopening to others; Unit of Activity 6), and Rejection (i.e.,
rebellion and the decision to stand up to her coach and leave;
Units of Activity 7, 8).

Figure 3 shows that the synchronic coherence within each
subdimension of the units of activity indicated various changes
in the athlete’s perception of the coach’s actions, the athlete’s
meaningful actions, and the athlete’s meaningful experience. We
develop each of them in the following section.

First, the perception of her coach’s actions was
characterized by:

(a) the push for high performance (Units of Activity
1–8): Erika’s coach was all about performance and the
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FIGURE 3 | Continued

potential for good results in a lower weight category. Each
fight required significant weight loss, which was not always
achieved. When Erika was over the weight for that category,
her coach told her she was going to get demolished in
the heavier category, that she would never succeed and
never win.

(b) an insistence on changing the weight category
(Units of Activity 1–7): Erika’s coach insisted on further
weight loss by talking about it at every training session
and making incessant remarks about her weight. Before
each fight, he asked her to lose several pounds within a
few hours and made her dehydrate and limit her calorie
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FIGURE 3 | Meaningful boxer ‘slife course and differences in the way of experiencing maltreatment.

intake. He went so far as to ask her to change her
nutritionist when Erika failed to reach the right weight
for a fight.

(c) an inconsistent presence (Units of Activity 2 to 8): Erika’s
coach was absent for fights for which she had failed to make the
weight but reappeared after she won a fight. He also ignored her

during most training sessions and favored the other boxers in the
gym (e.g., encouraged everyone except her, was present for the
other boxers but not for her, never found a sparring partner for
her weight category).

and (d) ignoring physical and emotional states (Units of
Activity 2–8): Erika’s coach knew she had an eating disorder and

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 7 June 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 859372168

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Marsollier and Hauw Gray Area of Coaching Behaviors

had been seriously injured but continued to demand that she
train and lose weight.

Second, the athlete’s meaningful actions were directed by:
(a) attempts to lose weight (Units of Activity 1–7):

Throughout her career, Erika tried to achieve the weight
demanded by her coach by drastically restricting her calorie and
fluid intake just before fights, thereby developing eating disorders
that affected her performance and wellbeing.

(b) the search for high performance (Units of Activity 1–8):
Erika agreed to switch categories and lose weight to perform
well enough to have a career in boxing. She qualified for several
regional and national competitions and always strove to win
her fights.

and (c) the attempt to regulate maltreatment (Units of Activity
2–8): Erika tried to meet the demands of her coach for every
qualifying event or fight by attempting to lose weight. When
weight loss was not possible or after her coach’s absence, she
asserted herself and imposed a higher weight category on her
coach. She also shared her eating disorders with him and often
told him she could no longer lose weight because it was not
healthy. She trained and fought alone most of the time and
eventually stood up to her coach before changing coaches.

Finally, the results showed that the athlete’s meaningful

experience evolved through nine steps:
(a) a future-oriented positive involvement (Unit of Activity

1): Erika was carefree and had fun boxing and losing weight to
change categories; she was her coach’s new Olympic prospect.

(b) the emergence of negative emotions toward body feelings
and performance (Unit of Activity 1): Erika had less pleasure in
boxing and felt that further weight loss was not healthy for her
and that she was inflicting it upon herself because she did not
love herself.

(c) a general feeling of distress (Units of Activity 1, 2):
Erika felt an increasingly anxiogenic, stressful training climate:
incessant thoughts about her weight occurred at every training
session and she felt stressed that her body did not want to change
(i.e., lose weight).

(d) a state of survival (Units of Activity 3, 4): Erika experienced
calorie deficit, exhaustion, physical incapacity, feelings of
loneliness, and the feeling that she was really sick.

(e) questions about the compromise between performance
and health (Unit of Activity 4): Erika wondered about her
ability to lose weight and perform well, as well as about her
pleasure/motivation for boxing.

(f) a stressful acceptance (Unit of Activity 5): Erika
agreed to always be the last in training, to be denigrated,
to not be encouraged, to not have a coach present during
training... Her coach had become too demanding, too intense,
too abusive.

(g) an emotional and social reaction (Units of Activity 5, 6):
Erika was jealous of the girls her coach was taking care of and felt
alone without knowing what to do; she cut herself off from the
other athletes, her family and her friends.

(h) an attempt at distancing from stressors (Units of Activity 6,
7): Erika rebelled and was the only one in the gym who no longer
accepted being mistreated; she ended up no longer being afraid
for her career, which she felt was over.

and (i) being in a broken state (Unit of Activity 8): Greatly
diminished by her injury, Erika was completely absent from
training; she could no longer do anything, and during her last
fight she was not even able to fight or defend herself; she
felt broken.

DISCUSSION

Our study revealed the evolutive process of maltreatment in eight
units of activity. This evolution describes a dynamic change in
the way the boxer negotiated gray-zone sports situations that
slid into maltreatment through (a) Acceptance (i.e., the future-
oriented positive involvement), (b) Regulation attempt (i.e.,
negative feelings about weight loss, exhaustion and loneliness,
questions about the compromise between performance and
health, acceptance and loneliness), (c) Distancing (i.e., the
reopening to others) and (d) Rejection (i.e., rebellion and the
decision to stand up to her coach and leave). Indeed, the way the
boxer shifted from the various types of synchronic coherence in
her interactions with the maltreatment situations revealed four
alert landmarks in the dynamics of a maltreated athlete’s activity.

In this section, we discuss each alert landmark in line with
the current literature and in terms of prevention as a concrete
safeguarding intervention.

Acceptance: First, during her future-oriented positive
involvement, Erika was carefree and had fun boxing and losing
weight to change categories; she was her coach’s new Olympic
prospect. Her actions during this time were centered on trying to
achieve the weight demanded by her coach, who was expecting
high performances and good results in a lower weight category.
Listening to the coach without asking questions suggests the
notion of plausibility described by Smits et al. (2017). Indeed,
plausibility provides an explanation for Erika’s faith and trust
in her coach, to such an extent that she did not think critically
about what the coach was asking of her. Smits et al. suggested
that the young age of athletes would explain their passivity
and obedience, yet this might be questioned here as our study
concerned an adult athlete. We might therefore explain the
boxer’s obedience by the coach’s power over her – more precisely,
his legitimate authority, expertise and past successes (Stirling
and Kerr, 2009). It is also interesting to question this athlete’s
relative credulity. She seemed to accept the coach’s injunctions
without question, which is a sensitive aspect of athlete-coach
interactions that should be taken into account for an informed
sporting practice (Gamble, 2021).

Concrete Situated Safeguarding Actions:

Importance of Supporting Athletes to

Develop an Enlightened Awareness of

What They Decide and/or Agree to Do
The athlete’s lack of power seemed to drag her into a situation of
abuse: she was directed to switch categories without discussion
or explanation. In addition, this maltreatment situation was
especially hard to identify as such because weight loss “is part
of” her sport. In terms of safeguarding actions, it appears
essential to determine an athlete’s commitment to the sports
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situation, both rational commitment (motivation and associated
behaviors) and emotional commitment (less conscious, limbic
and emotional brain) (e.g., Peters, 2021). Thus, the notion
of consciousness appears primordial: the athlete’s acceptance
of a sports situation with an awareness of what it implies
(i.e., enlightened acceptance). Sports psychologists and mental
performance consultants appear to be essential professionals, as
they are skilled at identifying both the rational and emotional
commitment of high-level athletes and can thus help them
develop a keener awareness of the types of situations they
are facing.

Regulation Attempt - Dealing With Maltreatment
Second, Erika felt that further weight loss was unhealthy, but her
actions were geared toward striving for high performance to the
detriment of her mental and physical integrity. In parallel, her
coach insisted that she change her weight category despite her
incapacity to do so. Erika felt an increasingly anxiogenic, stressful
training climate and had incessant thoughts about her weight in
every training session and high stress because her body did not
want to change (i.e., lose weight). After attempting to regulate
with her coach (e.g., choosing the weight category after trying to
lose weight, changing nutritionists when he asked her to), she
began to regulate alone and isolated herself in order to find a
solution on her own (e.g., not listening to her coach during a
fight, isolating from others, losing weight alone). This showed
how a normal sports situation turned into maltreatment. Indeed,
the problem was not simply the demand for weight loss per se,
which is a mistreatment, but it was compounded by the lack of
support and guidance in losing the weight. Later in the process,
the coach’s refusal to acknowledge her inability to lose further
weight, his negative and mean comments, and his ignorance
about and emphasis on weight loss put Erika deeper into a
situation ofmaltreatment. These abusive coaching behaviors have
been identified in other qualitative studies: degrading comments,
intentional denial of attention and support (Stirling and Kerr,
2008); criticism and “silent treatment” (Stirling and Kerr, 2009);
and rejection, ignoring and isolating (Gervis and Dunn, 2004).
While some studies suggest that abused athletes seek support
(e.g., Kavanagh, 2014; Kavanagh et al., 2017), the boxer we
interviewed tried to regulate her interactions with maltreatment
with her coach, then on her own. As her coach isolated her from
the rest of the group, she gradually began to isolate herself from
her coach, her training partners, and her friends and family.
Last, Stirling and Kerr (2009) found that a coach’s power with
regard to an athlete’s experience of maltreatment can induce fear,
which then influences the athlete’s ability to report the abuse.
In the present study, the boxer was afraid for her career. To
summarize, our results suggest how a normal sports situation can
become a situation of maltreatment because of (a) no support, (b)
insistence, and (c) negative supervision.

Concrete Situated Safeguarding Actions:

Technical and Emotional Support for

Athletes
Erika felt that her coach was forcing her into unreasonable
and unhealthy behaviors, and the emotions associated with this

situation quickly changed from motivation and recklessness to
negative emotions about herself and her performance. Thus, the
Acceptance and Regulation attempt phases seem to be key stages
in which sports stakeholders must be vigilant, questioning the
athletes about the decisions imposed on them vs. the choices
proposed to them. Also, they must ensure that the coach and/or
technical and medical staff have put into place an appropriate
framework. For example, the coach and medical staff should
technically and emotionally support the athletes and demonstrate
patience and kindness as they pursue their goals.

Distancing
Third, Erika realized that boxing in these conditions was
unhealthy for her but did not feel ready to stop. Her family’s
comments about her diet made her react and reopen from a social
point of view (she came out of isolation). This unit appeared
when the situation was very much degraded. It offered a kind of
salutary bifurcation that emerged when the degradation became
too strong and she felt the need for a support network. Without
these two parameters, the situation could have drifted in a more
worrisome way for her health.

Concrete Situated Safeguarding Actions:

Support and Supervision Adapted to the

Specific Requirements of Elite Sport, and

Acting as a Safeguard Vis-à-vis an Abusive

Coach if Necessary
Given the many requirements for success in sports, it can
be difficult to distinguish a normal sporting situation from
a situation of maltreatment. It therefore may be useful to
surround elite athletes with a sports network that can (a) offer
support and supervision adapted to the specific requirements
of elite sport and (b) if necessary, act as a safeguard vis-à-vis
an abusive coach. Thus, until prevention policies succeed in
putting abusive coaches out of the system, it seems important
to offer support to athletes, as well as concrete directives to
members of both the technical (e.g., physical trainers, osteopaths,
mental performance consultants, nutritionists) and medical (e.g.,
doctors, sports psychologists) staff. These professionals must be
able to detect the maltreatment situations in which athletes may
find themselves without yet being fully aware of them. Again,
sports psychologists and mental performance consultants appear
to be key players, given the ethical principles that guide their
practice, their proximity to the athletes, and the trust they have
built with them.

Rejection
Finally, Erika asserted herself and decided to leave her coach
when he refused to adjust her training to take into account
an injury. Stirling and Kerr (2009) retrospectively examined
elite female swimmers’ experiences of emotional abuse and
identified three stages: early sports career (normalization and
acceptance of maltreatment), mid sports career (acceptance of
maltreatment if the athlete is performing well), and late sports
career (rebellion, questioning the coach). The present analysis
of the dynamic changes in the interactions between the boxer

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 9 June 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 859372170

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Marsollier and Hauw Gray Area of Coaching Behaviors

and the maltreatment situations revealed a more complex way an
athlete can accept, regulate and reject amaltreatment situation. In
parallel, Stafford et al. (2013) found that being forced to continue
to train when injured or exhausted is by far the most common
of the physically harmful behaviors. Interestingly, the present
case revealed that the boxer made the decision to train and
compete while injured and exhausted. Although she rejected the
maltreatment situation she had been interacting with for several
years, she still decided to mistreat herself.

Concrete Situated Safeguarding Actions:

Question and Accompany the End or

Continuation of the Elite Sports Career
At this level, the aim of safeguarding interventions is to
help athletes deal with the maltreatment experience, even to
take advantage of it for growth. The question is: how can
athletes be helped to overcome this experience? At this stage
of the maltreatment experience, it is important to question
the athletes about their motivations for continuing in their
sport and to support them in their decision to either end or
continue their careers. Indeed, the end-of-athletic-career stage
can provoke feelings of loss and void in elite athletes (Stephan,
2003). For this reason, they need clear retirement plans that
will foster favorable emotions and coping behaviors during
the transition (Alfermann, 2000; Stambulova et al., 2007),
as well as ongoing support for positive reinterpretations of
their retirement (Dimoula et al., 2013). At the minimum, a
consultation with a sports psychologist or mental performance
consultant should be scheduled. In the case of a return
to sport following an injury, anxiety symptoms might be
reduced through cognitive behavioral therapy or eye movement
desensitization and reprocessing interventions, with the return to
competition secured through the retreatment of the emotional,
cognitive and body dysfunctions (e.g., Shapiro, 2017). This
is particularly relevant in situations of the sports-related
maltreatment experience, given its traumatic aspect (Mountjoy
et al., 2022; Tuakli-Wosornu et al., 2022). It is also important to
consider the potential for growth (e.g., awareness of the power
of decision and action in a maltreatment situation) and, when
applicable, psychological interventions could be designed in this
direction, such as those proposed by Peters (2021).

In summary, our results offer situated safeguarding
implications for supporting and guiding elite athletes and
their coaches through the gray area of coach-athlete relationships
in order to enable them to (a) avoid maltreatment situations
and (b) help them extricate themselves before this situation
becomes a danger. Indeed, our results revealed four progressive
alert landmarks that situate the athlete in this gray area of
the coach-athlete relationship versus full-blown maltreatment,
along with a “timeline” of maltreatment escalation. These
key warnings are as follows: (a) Acceptance, (b) Regulation
attempt, (c) Distancing, and (d) Rejection. We believe that
these alert landmarks will enable a finer-grained diagnosis of
developments in the gray area of coach-athlete relationships that
could be used by sport psychologists and mental performance
consultants to support athletes through better targeting of
the right actions. These professionals might thus provide (a)

guidance to ensure that they develop an enlightened awareness
of what they are deciding and/or agreeing to do, (b) technical
and emotional support, (c) support and supervision adapted to
the specific requirements of elite sport and actions that serve
as safeguards vis-à-vis an abusive coach if necessary, and (d) a
line of questioning that can help the athletes decide whether to
end or continue the elite sports career and accompaniment in
carrying out the decision. For example, these alert landmarks
could prompt sports federations to better oversee coach-athlete
relationships or help existing hotlines to receive testimony
from whistleblowers. Indeed, the concrete actions associated
with each alert landmark could guide sport psychologists,
mental performance consultants, and sports federation hotline
responders to better respond to athletes’ potential and actual
maltreatment experiences, as has been done in the doping
domain (e.g., Bilard et al., 2011; Mohamed et al., 2013; Hauw,
2017).

Some limitations should be noted, especially the difficulties
and challenges of retrospective designs. Also, we acknowledge
the limitations due to the process of building new meaning
when an athlete is explaining his or her past maltreatment
history. However, our original method, derived from the enactive
and situated paradigms, offers several possibilities to limit
the weaknesses of traditional verbal reporting (Hauw and
Bilard, 2012). Further research should be conducted to identify,
compare, and generalize knowledge on all the mechanisms that
lead an athlete to accept or reject maltreatment in a sporting
life course.

CONCLUSION

The main results of our study are the concrete safeguarding
guidelines that (a) may prevent sports-related maltreatment
and (b) provide new insights into the gray area of this
type of maltreatment. We identified four progressive alert
landmarks – or key warnings (i.e., Acceptance, Regulation
attempt, Distancing, Rejection) – that point to a “timeline” of
maltreatment escalation. These alert landmarks provide concrete
information to both researchers and sports stakeholders on
the negotiation stages that maltreated elite athletes may pass
through. In addition, these alert landmarks constitute an effective
observation grid that can help the stakeholders surrounding
athletes (e.g., doctors, mental performance consultants, sports
psychologists) to remain vigilant as to possible tipping in a

maltreatment situation and to surroundmaltreated athletes when
necessary. The methodology we developed within the enactive
framework allowed us to account for the dynamics of (a) the
generation of an experience of maltreatment, (b) the interactions

between the experiences of maltreatment and athletes’ activity,

and (c) the development of these experiences at different time
scales. Given the potential of this approach to provide insights

into the dynamics at work in the gray area of coach-athlete
interactions, our case study calls for future studies in sports with

different requirements (e.g., endurance, artistic, team sports). It
also suggests the interest of examining themaltreatment situation
negotiations of several athletes within the same study. Another
avenue of study might be to have the medical staff members
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surrounding elite athletes (e.g., doctor, mental performance
consultant, sport psychologist, etc.) test these four stages of alert
to determine their advantages and difficulties.

To sum up, this original methodological approach offers
a description and analysis of the nature of sports-related
maltreatment. It therefore broadens our understanding of this
phenomenon and suggests safeguarding actions that complement
the safety-oriented policies already in place. Indeed, our
pragmatic perspective has increased knowledge on how to better
help elite athletes, guide coaches more precisely in their practices,
and equip the many technical and medical staff members.
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Child sexual abuse is a complex issue that can take place in different contexts.

Sports settings have specific features which pose increased risk for sexual abuse to

occur. Recently, a country-specific roadmap for effective child safeguarding in sport

was launched. Considering the need to achieve a comprehensive picture of violence

against children in sports settings in Portugal, we analyzed the perceptions of the

sports community in Portugal regarding child sexual abuse, its victims and perpetrators,

and the specific risk factors in sports settings, as studies about this specific topic are

scarce at the national level. A descriptive exploratory study was conducted using an

online questionnaire with open-ended questions. Three hundred participants, i.e., sports

managers, coaches, and athletes over 18 years of age (M = 33.13; SD = 13.062), of

which 55.7% were female, answered. A thematic analysis of these data was conducted

using NVivo software. Inter-rater agreement was strong for almost all variables. Results

indicated that sexual abuse is perceived as being associated with physical and emotional

abusive behaviors for which there is no consent from the victim, in a relationship that is

guided by a relationship with power imbalances. Victims were mainly perceived as being

female children, and perpetrators as adult males in a powerful position over the victim.

As to possible signs of sexual abuse victimization, results showed that the participants

identify behaviors, such as isolation, and physical evidence, such as marks and injuries.

Risk factors specific to sports setting included the physical contact involved in many

modalities, as well as the close and trustful relationship established between coach and

athlete. Results are in line with previous studies showing that coaches, athletes, and

sports managers share a common understanding of sexual abuse, although not always

accurate. These results shed light on important practical and policy implications relevant

to country-specific sport policies for effectively safeguarding children.

Keywords: sexual abuse in sport, risk factors, victims, perpetrators, social perceptions

INTRODUCTION

There is considerable evidence among children and adolescents, regarding the psychological
and social health benefits of participation in sports (e.g., Eime et al., 2013; Australian
Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017; Neto
and Nery, 2018). However, sports settings also encompass specific risks (Hartill, 2009)
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but the protection of children in sport has come to light long
after many other social concerns, such as disability or race equity
(Darling et al., 2020).

In fact, sports’ contexts do not always promote overall
wellbeing. Amongst other issues, violence in sport must be
addressed (Hartill, 2009). Violence and abuse are considered
pervasive global issues, with important negative consequences
for victims (e.g., on emotional wellbeing, mental health,
and internalizing behaviors), their families (e.g., damaging
relationships, particularly when the perpetrator is a family
member), and society. Violence against children, in concrete,
includes, for example, maltreatment (e.g., physical), bullying
(e.g., Marracho et al., 2021), psychological violence, or
sexual abuse.

Recent data from the project “Child Abuse in Sport: European
Statistics (CASES),” involving six European countries (Austria,
Belgium, Germany, Romania, Spain, and the United Kingdom)
(Hartill et al., 2021) showed that the most common experience
of interpersonal violence against children under 18 in sport
was psychological violence (65%), followed by physical violence
(44%), neglect (37%), and non-contact sexual violence (35%);
only 20% of participants reported contact sexual violence,
which is in line with previous findings. For example, a study
on interpersonal violence against children in sport in the
Netherlands and Belgium (Vertommen et al., 2016) indicated
a higher rate of psychological violence (38% reported at least
one experience of this type of interpersonal violence), followed
by physical violence (11%) and sexual violence (14%). Gender
differences were also found in a German study (Ohlert et al.,
2017), with female athletes indicating higher prevalence of severe
sexual violence, compared to male athletes. This is true also
for non-heterosexual athletes, i.e., they reported more frequent
experiences of severe sexual violence. Other findings also showed
that 38% of athletes have experienced at least one sexual
violence situation (ranging from milder aggressions such as
sexual remarks or sexist jokes, to severe sexual abuse such as sex
with penetration; Ohlert et al., 2017).

Although sexual abuse seems to be less prevalent, evidence
shows that the real prevalence tends to be higher than the
reported rate, due to aspects such as the sensitivity of the
topic, the methodological procedures in data collection, and the
complex nature of the disclosure process (Bjørnseth and Szabo,
2018).

Considering a children’s rights approach, and the growing
number of children and youth federated in sports, it has
become imperative to address the issue of child protection in
sports setting.

Recently, the Portuguese 2021–2024 National Strategy for the
Rights of the Child stressed the need to design a National Plan
for children and youth in sports, and to create child safeguarding
officers (CSO). This strategy is described as an “integrated and
comprehensive approach to children’s rights, based on five main
pillars: Promoting wellbeing and equal opportunities for all
children and young people; Supporting families and parenting;
Promoting access to information and participation for children
and young people; Preventing and combating violence against
children and young people; and Promoting the production of

tools and scientific knowledge to enhance a global vision of
children and young people’s rights”1. The first 2 years (2021–
2022) are being focused on the first four pillars, with the goal of
strengthening prevention and intervention strategies regarding
intrafamily violence, i.e., training of professionals), as well as
preventing and tackling all other forms of violence against
children and young people or perpetrated by them. The approval
of the National Plan for the Protection of Children and Young
People in Sports, the implementation of a national study on
violence against children to be carried out with participation of
children themselves, and the qualification of interventions in the
field of juvenile justice are also expected goals. A country-specific
roadmap for effective child safeguarding was recently launched
(Council of Europe, 2022) and includes as expected outcomes
“the development of competences and skills of those who will
have a role to play in implementing the roadmaps and setting up
CSO roles” (p. 5), as well as opportunities for peer-learning and
capacity building. The roadmap was tailor-made, but it was built
under the joint European project “Child Safeguarding in Sport”
(CSiS) that involves, besides Portugal, Austria, Belgium, Croatia,
and Israel.

Thus, the development of prevention strategies and capacity
building implies a comprehensive picture of violence against
children in sports settings in Portugal, in concrete. Bullying,
specifically, has deserved some attention at the national level.
Nery et al. (2019) recently analyzed the incidence and nature of
bullying behaviors in male adolescent athletes from nine different
sport modalities, and 97 sport clubs across Portugal, providing
some insights about prevalence and impacts. The same authors
also provided anti-bullying guidelines based on the results of that
research (Nery et al., 2020). Regarding other forms of violence,
such as sexual abuse, studies are scarce at a national level.

Child sexual abuse is defined by the World Health
Organization (WHO) as the “involvement of a child in sexual
activity that he or she does not fully comprehend, is unable
to give informed consent to, or for which the child is not
developmentally prepared and cannot give consent, or that
violates the laws or social taboos of society” (1999, p. 15). The
perpetrator can be “an adult or another child who, by his/her
age or development, is in a relationship of responsibility, trust,
or power toward the victim” (World Health Organization, 1999,
p. 15). The sexual activity can imply contact or non-contact acts
(Mathews and Collin-Vézina, 2019), and is intended to gratify or
satisfy the needs of the perpetrator (World Health Organization,
1999; Brackenridge et al., 2008; see also Hartill, 2009).

Sexual abuse in sport is mainly perpetrated by men, and
usually by coaches or doctors (Stirling and Kerr, 2009; United
Nations Office on Drugs Crime, 2021), and/or other adults
working in sports facilities (Darling et al., 2020), although recent
results suggest that fellow athletes may also be perpetrators
(Bjørnseth and Szabo, 2018; Hartill et al., 2021). Typically, the
perpetrator has a good reputation and the trust of parents and
young athletes. Perpetrators take advantage of a male-dominated,

1https://www.cnpdpcj.gov.pt/documents/10182/43525/

National\pmStrategy\pm2021-2024_Plan\pm2021-2022/f570a1bf-b03d-43b3-

8c8a-dfd3fd586ba7
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power-imbalanced context, as well as positive, close, or intense
relationships, to exert their power and dominance (Darling et al.,
2020). Other conditions, specific to this context, have also been
identified as risk factors (Ecorys and Vertommen, 2019), such as
changing rooms, traveling away to competitions/overnight stays,
or need for carpooling (e.g., coaches’ car).

Available data consistently show that most victims are young
female athletes (Brackenridge, 1994; Darling et al., 2020),
although a significant proportion of boys are also victimized
(Parent, 2012). This gender discrepancy can be due to two
aspects: (1) fewer studies including boys in their sample, and
(2) being harder for male athletes to disclose abuse because boys
have more difficulty reporting sexual abuse experiences, despite
fear of stigma and punishment being common for both genders
and considered obstacles to disclosure (Leahy et al., 2008; Adami
et al., 2017).

Despite the lack of data on victims of sexual abuse in
sport, particularly in the Portuguese context, there has been
a growing number of reports of sexual abuse toward children
and adolescents worldwide (from 1 million in 2010, to 17
million in 2019, and 21.7 million in 2020). In the Portuguese
context, according to the Observatory of Sexual Crime from the
Portuguese Judicial Police (OCS/PJ), inquiries of sexual crimes
also increased by 25% between 2019 and 2020. From the analysis
of inquiry cases leading to prosecution between 2019 and the first
half of 2021, children between eight and 13 years old (83.9% in
2019, 80.5% in 2020, and 78.9% by the end of the first half of
2021) were identified as the main victims, and a predominance
of female victims (84% in 2019, 82% in 2020 and 88% by the end
of the first half of this year) was also verified. This is in line with
what is reported in other countries2. This adds to the importance
of understanding how the sport’s community perceives child
sexual abuse characteristics, and the risk factors increasing the
occurrence of sexual abuse. Also, child sexual abuse myths seem
to legitimize abusive behaviors, usually related with higher levels
of victim blame, and lower levels of offender liability (Chim et al.,
2020). It is, thus, important to capture these perceptions, to better
support prevention and intervention actions.

According to Hartill et al. (2021), athletes at high competition
levels (26%) report more frequent experiences of child sexual
violence in sport. Similar results were also found by Bjørnseth
and Szabo (2018) and Vertommen et al. (2016): for high
performing/elite and sub-elite athletes the pursuit of excellence
at any cost is a more pressing reality (Australian Royal
Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse,
2017), with coaches prioritizing performance over the athletes’
wellbeing (Wilinsky and McCabe, 2020). Other characteristics
in sport increase the risk of sexual abuse, such as the need for
physical touch, and hierarchical structures in sport management
(Gaedicke et al., 2021). All these factors are exacerbated in the
sports elite context, where the coach’s power is not only felt over
athletes, but also over their parents (Wilinsky andMcCabe, 2020).
Findings also suggest that children from minority groups are at a
greater risk (Vertommen et al., 2016; Bjørnseth and Szabo, 2018).

2https://epthinktank.eu/2021/11/16/european-day-on-the-protection-of-children-

against-sexual-exploitation-and-sexual- abuse/

At a macro level, it is important to stress that sports have been
considered as settings with an institutional culture of physical
abuse and bullying, that normalizes violence, harassment,
and sexualized behaviors (Australian Royal Commission into
Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017). This
illustrates the debate between the need to “keep a distance” as
a measure to prevent (sexual) abuse in sport, and the need
for supportive, close, trust-based relationships (Gaedicke et al.,
2021). According to Roberts et al. (2019), power imbalance and
isolation, along with social norms of tolerance, are conditions
for sexual abuse to occur. The blind trust on coaches is usually
reinforced by parents when entrusting their children to them
for extended periods of time (e.g., internships for some weeks)
(Ecorys and Vertommen, 2019). There is also a pervasive culture
of silence, as child sexual abuse can destroy the reputation
of sport modalities and institutions (Sanderson and Weathers,
2019).

Grooming is a key component of sexual violence in sports
(Australian Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to
Child Sexual Abuse, 2017; Bjørnseth and Szabo, 2018), which
is often difficult to identify. Grooming can start with the coach
giving the athlete a ride, but perpetrators also use sports-related
rewards, such as allowing the athlete to play. The process of
grooming is considered as a “psychological game” that varies
between pressuring the athlete, punishing them, and rewarding
themwith gratification (Bjørnseth and Szabo, 2018), with the aim
to isolate them. All these characteristics of sexual abuse are in
line with the model of Roberts et al. (2019), that identified power
imbalances, winner-take-all rewards and isolation as structural
factors related to non-accidental violence in sport.

Considering the specificities of sports contexts and the implied
interplay between individual, familial, contextual, and cultural
variables, child sexual abuse disclosures are not easy, but they
are crucial for preventing further sexual abuse victimization
and supporting victims. Common barriers to victims’ disclosure
in sports settings are the fear of not being believed, fear of
consequences (e.g., not be allowed to play), feelings of shame and
embarrassment, uncertainty about what is abusive behavior and
what is right or wrong, fear of negative impacts on future success
(e.g., effects on the sporting career; Australian Royal Commission
into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017).

One way to address sexual abuse in sports settings is to focus
precisely on disclosure. There is strong evidence that disclosures
“are more likely to occur in a dialogical context—formal helping
relationships, as well as other relationships, such as peers and
trusted adults. Providing information and education on topics
of sexuality in general, and sexual abuse specifically, can help
children and youth to disclose. Raising awareness and prevention
programs can promote disclosures of sexual violence committed
against children and youth” (Alaggia et al., 2017, p. 276).
According to Ungar et al.’s (2009) study with young participants,
the optimal conditions for disclosure of abuse involve having (1)
someone directly asking them about their experiences of abuse,
(2) someone who listens and responds appropriately, (3) available
definitions of abuse and language to describe their experiences,
(4) a sense of control over the process of disclosure (anonymity,
confidentiality), (5) knowledge of the resources to get help, and
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(6) effective responses from adults to keep youth safe. Hartill
et al. (2021) study on the prevalence of child abuse in sport in
European countries concluded that respondents rarely report the
experience of IVAC (Interpersonal Violence Against Children)
to someone in sport, which derives, according to the authors,
from respondents not knowing where to report in the context of
sport, nor feeling encouraged to do so (Hartill et al., 2021). The
process of disclosure may assume many forms—it can be verbal
or non-verbal-, which increases the need to empower society to
recognize signals (e.g., using paintings or drawings to disclose,
or behavioral cues, such as heightened anxiety; Australian Royal
Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse,
2017).

Some studies still point to a lack of resources and knowledge
on how to prevent and act on sexual abuse in sports (e.g., Alaggia
et al., 2017). However, improvements have been made in the last
years, particularly in the European context as a whole, and at a
country level in particular, focusing on different types of violence
in sports settings. Policy guidelines, capacity building materials
(e.g., educational toolkits), and awareness raising measures (e.g.,
campaigns) are some examples (Ecorys and Vertommen, 2019).
The Council of Europe (2021) (CoE) launched in 2014–2015, the
“Pro Safe Sport” (PSS), 2 years after the Pro Safe Sport+ (PSS+)
together with the EU, which was renamed in 2018 as “Start to
Talk Initiative,” focused on prevention and protection measures
to stop child sexual abuse.

Despite all efforts to spread awareness, and to put in
practice concrete preventive measures, child sexual abuse—
in sports and elsewhere—is still taboo. As with other social
issues, communities collectively make sense of complex subjects
(Moloney et al., 2014), such as sexual violence (Castiglione
et al., 2012), sexual abuse of power (Singleton et al., 2019) or
others (e.g., human rights, climate change), through common
discourse and social interactions. Regarding child sexual abuse,
there is still a lack of studies in Portugal describing how
child sexual abuse in sports settings is perceived by the
community. Despite shared perceptions (Muehlenhard and
Kimes, 1999), more or less commonly accepted—by both the
society and the existing academic literature—regarding child
sexual abuse, myths persist, comprising inaccurate beliefs.
According to Cromer and Goldsmith (2010), the accuracy of
perceptions about child sexual abuse influences how people
respond and behave toward perpetration, for example. Those
authors also state that understanding these perceptions are
“essential aspects in preventing future cycles of understanding
and misunderstandings and in establishing appropriate strategies
for prevention and support” (p. 638).

This study aimed to gather information on the perceptions
of Portuguese athletes, coaches, and sports managers about
child sexual abuse, its victims and perpetrators, and particular
risk factors in sports settings, with the purpose of advancing
knowledge in the Portuguese sport context. The main research
questions were: how do athletes, coaches and sports managers
appropriate the concept of child sexual abuse? What is
their understanding about the characteristics of victims and
perpetrators? What kind of risk factors do they identify in the
sport context?

TABLE 1 | Sociodemographic characteristics of participants.

Sociodemographic characteristics Full sample

n %

Gender

Female 168 55.7

Male 132 44.3

Role in sports context and gender

Female athletes 105 31.5

Male athletes 33 9.9

Female coaches 60 18.0

Male coaches 91 27.3

Female sports managers 3 0.9

Male sports managers 10 3.0

N= 300. Participants’ average age is 33.13 years old (SD= 13.062; Min=18, Max=70).

A qualitative study can be considered a first step to achieve
initial insights into child sexual abuse, as it allows to understand
more about how child sexual abuse is described. Also, and
considering the scoping literature review recently conducted
by Gaedicke et al. (2021), more studies focused on coaches’
experiences and on both perspectives (athletes and coaches)
are needed.

METHODS

Participants
A total of 300 participants over the age of 18 years (M = 33.13;
SD= 13.062) participated in the study, of which 105 were female
athletes (31.5%), 33 male athletes (9.9%), 60 female coaches
(18.0%), 91 male coaches (27.3%), 10 male sports managers
(3.0%) and three female sports managers (0.9%). Of the total
sample, 44.3% identified as male and 55.7% as female (Table 1).

Instruments
A questionnaire was developed for the purpose of this study
to allow for a qualitative analysis of a fairly unexplored
topic, giving researchers space to comprehensively explore
meanings (Albudaiwi, 2017) behind the participants’ perceptions
of different aspects of sexual abuse in sports. The questionnaire
included questions regarding socio-demographic information
(e.g., age, gender, role within a sport organization—e.g., being
coach, sport manager, athlete), and five open-ended questions:
“What do you understand by sexual abuse?”; “Who do you
think the victims are?”; “What signs can the victims of
sexual abuse show?”; “Who are the perpetrators and what are
their characteristics?”; “In the Sports context, do you consider
there are specific risk factors that increase the likelihood of
sexual abuse situations to occur?.” The questionnaire allowed
to minimize the effects of the researcher on participants’
responses, considering the delicate nature of the subject
(Vala and Castro, 2013), as well as allowing for more in-
depth answers regarding perceptions of several aspects of
sexual abuse.
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Design
A qualitative research framework was used, to allow for a deeper
insight on perceptions of sexual abuse in sport. Considering its
complexity and sensitivity, instead of a face-to-face interview
approach, a questionnaire with open-ended questions was
administered, thus encouraging participants to provide greater
detail in their answers.

Procedures
Data Collection
The questionnaire was uploaded to Qualtrics platform (Qualtrics,
Provo, UT) for online data collection, and then shared on social
media (namely Facebook) to specific contacts from sports units
targeting athletes, coaches, and sports managers3, using the
snowball sampling technique (Vinuto, 2014) to collect data. Thus,
the link to access the questionnaire was shared via Facebook,
sharing it to the public in general, and specifically inviting those
affiliated to a sports organization to participate. The link was
also sent to sports institutions, asking to disseminate it among
its members (or those of other known sports entities). The
questionnaire was available in Portuguese, and its completion
took between 20 and 30min on average. Rigorous attempts to
recruit participants were considered (e.g., providing information
about the purpose of the study, trying to contact different
stakeholders to help reaching participants, and statements at the
very beginning of the questionnaire about ethical safeguarding,
providing information on a voluntary participation).

Saturation is usually applied to purposive samples (Hennink
and Kaiser, 2019). In the current study, saturation was achieved
after 3 months after keeping the questionnaire online. All
participants gave their consent voluntarily, and confidentiality
of their identities was always ensured, following regular ethical
procedures (American Psychological Association, 2002), despite
the use of Facebook as a primary dissemination channel.
Participants accessed the questionnaire via a Qualtrics link, which
has no connection to Facebook accounts, and guaranteed all
anonymity in the data collection process.

Data Analysis
In order to identify patterns of meaning across the qualitative
dataset, a thematic analysis was conducted (Braun and Clarke,
2012), with the following steps: (1) familiarization with data
(float reading of answers to the open questions); (2) drawing
out important concepts from the reading for each question;
(3) generating themes, sub-themes, and codes (initial coding);
the portions coded were designated as register units; register
units were defined as any piece of information from the data—
sentences, phrases or words, as long as its meaning could be
attributed to a theme, sub-theme or code; (4) theme search: codes
were classified and grouped into potential themes to capture and
summarize the essential qualities of the participants’ accounts; (5)
theme review; (6) defining and naming themes; (7) organization
by five dimensions, taking into account the open-ended questions

3Participants in the sports environment were encouraged to respond: “We would

like only people who are connected to this context to participate: athletes over the

age of 18, coaches, doctors, physical therapists, or other professionals who work in

this context.”

in the questionnaire—the main dimensions were theory-driven,
whereas themes and sub-themes were data-driven. Data was
coded in NVivo 12 software (Nowell et al., 2017).

To ensure the validity and reliability of the analytic process,
data coding was subjected to a process of inter-rater agreement.
Inter-rater agreement and reliability are important tools to
minimize biases in the categorization process (Landis and Koch,
1977; Fonseca et al., 2007; Kottner et al., 2011; McHugh, 2012).
The kappa statistics (Cohen’s kappa coefficient) is frequently
used to test inter-rater agreement and reliability in nominal data
(Fonseca et al., 2007; McHugh, 2012; Xie, 2013). It can be defined
as the proportion of agreement between the raters after removing
the proportion of agreement due by chance (Matos, 2014). For
ordinal variables, weighted Cohen’s kappa allows to calculate the
degree of agreement and consistency between evaluators, and it
is a preferable measure when the database is classified as ordered
categories (Fonseca et al., 2007; Kottner et al., 2011).

After the initial categorization process by the first coder, 10%
(n = 38)4 of the data were randomly selected to be categorized
by two other independent coders on IBM SPSS Software. Each
rater categorized participants’ answers for the 10% dataset. The
categorizationwas based on the same original themes, sub themes
and codes defined by the first researcher.

Data analysis and result reporting followed the main
recommendations addressed by Tong et al. (2007): considering
its main goals, a qualitative approach, particularly a descriptive
exploratory approach was used (see also Harding andWhitehead,
2013), resulting in a thematic analysis of the data.

FINDINGS

Inter-rater Reliability Analysis
Inter-rater reliability analysis resulted in an average agreement of
81% (k = 0.81). According to McHugh (2012), this is considered
a strong level of agreement between the two evaluators. The
evaluators were two of the authors, with experience on inter-rater
reliability analysis. For question 1, kappa ranged from 0.27 to
1.005; for question 2 kappa ranged from 0.68 to 0.83 (p < 0.001
for all items); for question 3 kappa ranged from.60 to 1 (p< 0.001
for all items); for question 4 ranged from 0.77 to 1.00 (p < 0.001
for all items), and for question 5, inter-rater agreement was 0.99
(p < 0.001 for all items).

Thematic Analysis
A total of 356 participants took part in the online questionnaire.
However, 56 respondents did not fully fill in the main
information requested, failing to indicate their role in the sports
organization or their gender. This led to their exclusion, resulting
in a final sample of 300 participants, from which the following
results derive.

Thematic analysis resulted in five dimensions, 18 themes,
and 59 sub-themes identified. Results are presented by each
dimension: Meanings of sexual abuse, Victims, Victimization

461% coaches, 29% athletes, 3% doctors, 8% other functions in sport organization.
5For question 1, the value of p-value was.000 (p<.001), except for the item Physical

Behavior (p=.001) and Physical Power (p=.009).
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TABLE 2 | Sexual abuse themes and sub-themes.

Themes Sub-themes Codes RU

Consent No consent 213

Inability to consent 15

Abusive behavior Physical Sexual actions 192

Physical and

intimate interaction

110

Violence and

attacks on

physical integrity

59

Emotional Verbal 39

Psychological 31

Power imbalance Age Child 14

Adult 2

Elderly 1

Status and power 15

Physical Strength 2

Gender Female vs. Male 3

Perpetrator’s

motives

Sexual satisfaction 7

Other forms of

violence

Harassment 11

Rape 5

Legal frame 6

RU, Register Units.

signs, Perpetrators and their characteristics, and Risk factors in
sports settings. Results for each dimension’s themes and sub-
themes are described.

Meanings of Sexual Abuse
Six themes, and 11 sub-themes emerged within this dimension
(Table 2).

When asked about what sexual abuse is, participants tended
to describe it as an abusive conduct or abusive behavior, both
physical and emotional, occurring in a relationship with power
imbalances, and to which there is no consent from the victim,
with the aim of obtaining sexual satisfaction for the perpetrator
(“Someone using their greatest physical or social power to subdue
another person for sexual purposes,” Male athlete #5; “The
approximation, attempt, or the act itself, of any sexual behavior
against someone else’s will,” Female coach #1).

Abusive Behavior
Regarding physical abusive behavior, references were found on
all participants and linked to three main aspects: sexual activities
(“Penetration, oral sex, masturbation,” Female coach #56; “act
of sexual nature,” Female athlete #63), intimate and physical
interactions without mutual consent (“Every kind of non-
consented intimate contact,” Female coach #22), and violence
and threats on physical integrity (“Assault to the physical or
psychological integrity,” Male coach #34).

For emotional abusive behavior, references were also found
on all groups of participants, and were related to verbal and
psychological abuse (“Physical or verbal actions,” Female athlete

#25; “Disrespected by another person in terms of personal space,
or psychologically,” Female athlete #71).

Overall, a pattern of meaning was found, in which sexual
abuse was perceived as implying a lack of consent from the victim
(“Every non-consented or unwanted sexual practice,” Female
coach #47).

Power Imbalance
Participants highlighted the fact that sexual abuse tended to occur
between (at least) two people with a power imbalance between
them, with the perpetrator taking advantage of their role over
the victim: “Any inappropriate contact or even some sort of
comment between coach and athlete,” Male coach #74; “Any kind
of non-consented sexual act, or which takes advantage of some
influential position,” Male coach #75. Power imbalance as part of
sexual abuse was particularly mentioned by male coaches.

Power imbalance due to age differences (i.e., typically the
victim being a child and the aggressor an adult) was also
highlighted (“... a situation where a child or adolescent’s sexuality
is invaded for the sexual satisfaction of an adult or someone
older,” Female coach #35), as well due to higher status or position
within the sports organization (“When someone in a position
of power or authority takes advantage of someone’s trust and
respect to involve them in non-consented sexual activities,” Male
coach #9).

Other Aspects of Sexual Abuse Conceptualization
There were also some remarks on sexual abuse being associated
with other forms of violence, such as harassment and rape
(“When someone harasses, disrespects, rapes, or acts on another
person without their agreement,” Female athlete #46), as well
as a perception of sexual gratification as a driving force for
perpetrators (“Using his influence with the purpose of being
sexually satisfied,” Male coach #81). Lastly, although to a lesser
extent, the existence of a legal framework for sexual abuse was
mentioned especially by coaches and sports managers (“In our
juridic system, it constitutes a crime, foreseen and punished
according to the penal code,” Female athlete #60).

Victims
Three themes and 10 sub-themes emerged within this dimension
(Table 3).

Victim’s Age and Gender
All groups of participants shared a perception of the victim as
being most often female and a child (“Women and children,”
Female coach #4); and, to a lesser extent, a young person
(“Underaged people,” Male coach #13).

Victim’s Risk Factors
References to victims’ characteristics were mainly related to
vulnerability—either in an unspecified way (“Vulnerable adults,”
Female coach #3; “More fragile and dependent people,” Female
athlete #56), or linked to economic, social, and psychological
aspects (“They present emotional, social and/or psychological
instability,” Female athlete #85; “Institutionalized people, from an
underprivileged social class,” Female athlete #14).
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TABLE 3 | “Victims” Dimension’s themes and sub-themes.

Themes Sub-themes RU

Age Children 154

Youth 49

Adults 9

Elderly 6

Gender Female 212

Male 18

Risk factors Vulnerability 21

Economic, social or psychological 10

Physical 8

Professional hierarchy 5

RU, Register Units.

TABLE 4 | “Victimization Signs” dimension’s themes and sub-themes.

Themes Sub-themes RU

Negative emotions Fear 62

Low self-esteem 23

Anger 18

Embarrassment 17

Sadness 15

Apathy 12

Unsafety 8

Guilt 3

Internalizing behavior Isolation 54

Shyness 13

Physical indicators Physical marks 122

Repulse to physical contact 20

Pregnancy and illness 2

Psychopathological indicators Depression 49

Unspecified psychological symptoms 49

Anxiety 9

Externalizing behavior Behavioral changes 16

Aggressiveness 11

Sexual behavior Repulsion to physical contact 20

Constraints in intimacy 15

RU, Register Units.

Victimization Signs
Six themes and 19 sub-themes emerged within this dimension
(Table 4).

Negative Emotions
The predominance of negative emotions emerged from the
dataset: fear was themost reported emotional sign (“Traumas and
fear,” Male athlete #3), followed by low self-esteem, and feelings
of anger, embarrassment, or sadness (“Low self-esteem, sadness,
embarrassment. . . ,” Female athlete #2).

Internalizing Behavior
Participants considered isolation (“Distancing and isolation,”
Male coach #31) and shyness also as signs of possible sexual
abuse victimization. Isolation was mentioned by all groups
of participants.

Physical Indicators
Several references were made to victims displaying physical
indicators when sexually abused. Physical marks (“Bleeding from
the anal or genital orifices,” Male athlete #27; “skin marks,” Male
coach #78; “bruises,” Female athlete #49) emerged on all groups.

Psychopathological Indicators
Respondents identified several psychological symptoms as signs
of sexual abuse. Depression was consensually mentioned as an
indicator, followed by unspecified general psychological signs
(“Psychological scars,” Female athlete #8), and anxiety symptoms.

Externalizing Behavior
Other signs of victimization were shared by all groups of
participants include observable behaviors, such as an overall
change in the victim’s daily behavior (“Behavioral deviations,”
Male coach #18), and, more particularly, increased aggressiveness
(“Irritable, aggressive,” Male coach #63).

Sexual Behavior Avoidance
Although to a lesser extent, participants referred changes in
sexual behavior as an indicator of sexual abuse victimization,
particularly the increased difficulty in intimacy with others
(“Awkwardness in more intimate situations (e.g., nudity in
changing rooms),” Female athlete #86). A repulsion to physical
contact by the victims also emerged from the dataset (“Also
discomfort with someone else’s touch,” Female athlete #86).

Perpetrators and Their Characteristics
Two themes, 12 sub-themes and 11 codes emerged within this
dimension (Table 5).

Perpetrators’ Characteristics
Typically, perpetrators were perceived as taking advantage from
their powerful position (“People with power over the victim,”
Male coach #19; “People with positions at work or in the society
that are more favorable than the victim’s,” Female athlete #4)
by all groups of participants, except sports managers. Compared
to all other groups of participants, female athletes and coaches
tended to pathologize the perpetrator (“Pedophiles or people
with mental issues,” Female athlete #42), and to report that
perpetrators are usually adults and physically strong (“Usually
men, stronger than the victim,” Male athlete #28). Aggressiveness
and violence were also perceived as perpetrators’ characteristics
(“In most cases, they are men, with a tendency to be violent,”
Male athlete #1; “aggressive characteristics,” Female athlete #33),
being associated with previous experiences of violence, either
as a victim or as a perpetrator (“People who also suffered
from aggressions in their childhood, which leads them to later
practice the same activities of sexual abuse,” Female athlete #78).
Respondents also identified a pattern of manipulative behavior
(“They have as characteristic a manipulative personality,” Male
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TABLE 5 | “Perpetrators and their characteristics” dimension’s themes,

sub-themes and codes.

Themes Themes Codes RU

Perpetrator’s Pathologizing Pedophilia 61

characteristi cs Mental illness 7

Position of power 59

Age Adult 44

Youth 5

Proximity to the

victim

32

Physical and

psychological

Violence/

Aggressiveness

20

characteristics Strength

History of violent

behavior

13

Manipulation 13

Need for sense of

superiority

7

Perpetrator’s Gender Male 87

identity Female 11

Family member 33

Any person 28

Sports coaches 16

Friend 9

RU, Register Units.

coach #73) and the need for dominance (“They have the need to
feel superior to others,” Female coach #46).

Perpetrators’ Identity
All groups of participants stated that offenders are male. Most
often offenders were perceived as someone close to the victim—
especially family members or someone with privileged access to
the victim, namely coaches or friends (“Adults close to children
and youth,” Female coach #10; “familymembers,”Male coach #27;
“In a sports setting, I would say it could be the coaches,” Female
athlete #69).

Risk Factors in Sports Settings
Seven themes emerged within this dimension (Table 6).

Aside from sports managers, all other groups of participants
identified specific aspects from sports settings which may confer
additional risk to sexual abuse occurrences: physical contact
(“Because there is more physical contact in sports, the risk
increases,” Female athlete #11), and relationships of proximity
(“The close relations between coaches and athletes,” Female
athlete #10; “They [coach and athlete] spend a lot of time together
and they [coaches] know them [athletes] well,” Female athlete
#86). To a lesser extent, changing rooms were also perceived as
locations of increased risk (“There may be [a risk] for children
in changing rooms,” Female athlete #20). Imbalanced power
dynamics between coaches or other staff members and athletes
were also reported (“Sport is highly hierarchic, it’s in its nature.

TABLE 6 | “Risk factors in sports settings” dimension’s themes.

Themes RU

Physical contact 22

Relationship of proximity 17

Changing rooms 9

Status and power 8

Families’ trust in professionals 5

Body exposure 4

Isolation during away periods 4

RU, Register Units.

Some people naturally hold a lot of power over others,” Male
athlete #5).

DISCUSSION

The goal of the current study was to explore perceptions of
sexual abuse in the sports community in the Portuguese context,
considering the current Portuguese National Strategy for the
Rights of the Child (2021–2024) and the recent launch of the
country-specific roadmap for effective child safeguarding sport
policies. Due to a lack of studies on child sexual abuse at the
national level, particularly at the sports level, we developed a
qualitative study that provided some insights about coaches’,
sports managers’, and athletes’ perceptions on child sexual abuse
in this particular context.

An open-ended online study helped us to obtain data from a
significant number of respondents, with different roles in sports
settings, while still examining the phenomenon in great depth.
Those aspects can be seen as strengths of the current study.

Considered a public health problem worldwide, due to its
devasting consequences on children and adolescents (Homma
et al., 2012; Castro et al., 2019), sexual abuse is still a taboo
(Monteiro and Moleiro, 2021) in many communities. Several
cases in sports settings have come to light in recent years,
suggesting a greater incidence of abuse in sport than what is
publicly known and acknowledged, which, in turn, highlighted
the need to address this issue urgently (United Nations Office on
Drugs Crime, 2021).

Regarding perceptions of sexual abuse in the sport
community, the absence of consent was an important aspect
reported by participants. As Gaedicke et al. (2021) pointed out,
in sport, there is a certain construction of consent, derived from
closeness and blurred boundaries, particularly between coaches
and athletes, which enhances its complexity, and limits the ability
of an athlete in a position of dependence to consent.

Physical or emotional abusive behaviors, as well as sexual
activities, were also reported as shared cognitions about sexual
abuse. Such results show a limited knowledge and a narrow
perception of what sexual abuse really is, based more on common
sense than in reality. Current definitions include both touching
and non-touching behaviors, involving -or not- penetration, and
can comprise behaviors such as fondling, exposure to adult
sexuality (Darling et al., 2020), or online sexual abuse, which
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has significantly increased during the COVID-19 pandemic,
according to the Internet Watch Foundation6.

Participants’ overall perceptions also included other forms of
violence within the sexual abuse act, such as rape or harassment
(Darling et al., 2020). Participants’ perceptions do not include,
however, knowledge about the process of grooming. Usually,
abuse is preceded by grooming (Brackenridge and Fasting,
2005). Grooming can be (1) physical, such as inappropriate
touching that appears to be legitimated (e.g., helping an athlete
during a gymnastics training taking advantage of physical
touch); (2) psychological, in which a coach may, for instance,
frequently advise an athlete and their parents that they need
to spend more time with them in order to further improve
(i.e., special individual training); or (3) it can happen in the
social environment or in the community when, for example,
a coach builds such a good reputation for competitive success
that legitimizes their behavior, even if abusive. As Brackenridge
and Fasting (2005) pointed out, “in sport, grooming is facilitated
by the gradual building of the athlete’s trust in their coach (or
other authority figure) because the coach offers the opportunity
of achieving tangible outcomes, such as winning competitions
or representative honors and medals. The grooming process
also involves intangible rewards such as feelings of being
special, high self-esteem, confidence, superiority and security”
(p. 35). Additionally, some studies show a different grooming
process depending on the gender of the victim: kissing and
declarations of love are more frequent with female athletes, while
male athletes experience more aggressive grooming behaviors,
such as being shown pornographic footage (Gaedicke et al.,
2021).

Results also show that children are depicted as the main
victims of sexual abuse situations where the perpetrator holds
power over them, which is in line with results from a recent
review (Gaedicke et al., 2021). It was also commonly mentioned
the victim as being female (Hartill, 2009; Adami et al., 2017), and
underprivileged. However, the evidence shows that individuals
from disadvantaged backgrounds are not necessarily the main
victims of child sexual abuse, which means that this social
construction of victimology does not match the evidence that
victims are also from privileged backgrounds. This result is
particularly relevant for prevention initiatives aiming to address
the barriers to disclosure and reporting by victims (Collin-Vézina
et al., 2013).

Participants, particularly female athletes, and coaches, tended
to pathologize the perpetrator. Pathologizing offenders is a
common shared cognition in other studies, concerning not only
sexual offenders, but also perpetrators of domestic violence
(Conde and Machado, 2010). Pereira et al. (2019), for example,
found similar perceptions in a study with legal professionals.
Also, the idea that the offender has previous experiences of
violence, either as a victim or as a perpetrator, puts more
emphasis on internal aspects of offenders rather on contextual
variables (the risk factors in sports) or on how grooming occurs.

Participants’ perceptions seem overall aligned with the
literature when identifying signs and consequences on victims

6https://annualreport2020.iwf.org.uk/

(Alaggia, 2010; Adami et al., 2017; Alexandre and Agulhas,
2018; American Psychology Association, 2018). Regarding the
perception of victims’ possible signs of sexual abuse, data were
also aligned with other studies showing that victims of sexual
abuse are likely to display increased aggressiveness, irritability
and change in behavior—such as a decrease in academic
performance (Alexandre and Agulhas, 2018), although those
signs are not only exclusive of victims of sexual abuse.

Participants also shared a perception of physical evidence of
sexual abuse on victims. These are often unspecified, but include
bruises, bleeding, and injuries in the genital area. According to
Fazenda (2010), these are part of society’s shared belief that sexual
abuse always leaves a physical/visible mark on the victim.

Regarding participants’ perceptions of risk factors in sports
settings, all participants appart from managers share common
ideas: aspects such as sports settings that justify a greater physical
contact (e.g., during training or sports events), relationships of
closeness and power imbalance between victims and offenders,
and changing rooms, are the main concepts that emerged from
the data, which is in line with previous findings (Adami et al.,
2017; American Psychology Association, 2018). Isolation during
practice or during internship periods away was mentioned
as a risk factor as well. This aspect relates to characteristics
perpetrators seek in victims: less supervision and more isolation
(Marques et al., 2019). These results highlight what a recent
UNODC report stresses: “the perpetration of abuse in sport exists
because of silence, complacency and continued abuse of power
and positions of trust, with perpetrators feeling that they can act
with impunity” (United Nations Office on Drugs Crime, 2021,
p. 202).

Limitations, Implications for Practice and
Future Research
Despite the potential practical contributions of this study, its
limitations are mainly related to data collection tools and
processes. Firstly, since this questionnaire was disseminated
online (particularly through Facebook), there was less control
over who the participants were, and if they indeed currently
belong to a sports institution as athletes, coaches, managers, or
other staff members, despite our efforts in the dissemination.
Furthermore, the questionnaire was available only in Portuguese
language, and no information on the participants’ nationality
or native tongue was collected, which poses the risk of
misinterpretation of the questionnaire’s content, while also
limiting the possible pool of participants. Nevertheless, we did
not receive any email from participants asking for clarifications.

Further limitations regard the range of participants’ age, since
respondents were required to be over the age of 18. This was to
ensure legal autonomy in providing consent to the collection of
personal information, prompted by the strategy used to recruit
participants (i.e., via online public sharing of the questionnaire).
This stands, however, as a limitation because it implies not
considering the perceptions and experiences of children and
underaged youth, who are, as previously pointed out, the main
victims of sexual abuse in sports. Further research must consider
young athletes’ perspectives on the matter, in order to provide
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a deeper understanding of this phenomenon, as stressed in the
National Plan for the Protection of Children and Young People
in Sports, also described previously.

This study analyzed perceptions of sexual abuse and its
specificities among sports managers, coaches, and athletes.
Although the study was only limited to athletes over 18 years
old, overall results reflect a collective meaning-making process
about this topic, showing hegemonic views of sexual abuse, their
victims, and offenders.

Regarding risk factors in sports, respondents, except sports
managers, commonly mentioned power imbalance and physical
contact as two of the main risk factors. At the same time, our
findings highlight some misconceptions about what sexual abuse
is, and about some of the characteristics of victims and offenders.
Overall, those results highlight some of the main points that need
to be considered for future actions, particularly when planning
country-based campaigns and other prevention initiatives (e.g.,
training coaches on this subject).

According to Ecorys and Vertommen (2019), sexual abuse
prevention in sports organizations implies providing training
for the sports administrators to enhance their competence
in preventing and managing sexual abuse cases. Our results
have started to be used in training sessions with coaches
(e.g., conducted in collaboration with the National Observatory
for Violence Against Athletes, ObNVA)7, for example, where
accuracy (e.g., myths) and its implications (e.g., believing
in victims, helping victims, providing appropriate support to
victims following disclosure, protecting athletes) are one of the
first topics. The goal is also to fill the knowledge gaps that need to
be addressed among professionals.

Preventive measures inside sport organizations are meant to
act upon external and internal barriers, such as measures related
to the hiring of coaches and recruitment of volunteers, as well
as management rules for the misbehavior of organization staff
members toward the young people involved. In line with this
model, the International Safeguards for Children in Sport (Rhind
et al., 2014) defines eight safeguarding measures: (1). Developing
policy; (2). Procedures for responding to safeguarding concerns;
(3). Advice and support; (4). Minimizing risks to children;
(5). Guidelines for behavior; (6). Recruiting, training, and
communicating; (7). Working with partners, and 8. Monitoring
and evaluating. Also, the International Olympic Committee
(2021)8 developed an online tool for safeguarding athletes from
harassment and abuse, which aims to be a five-section course:
(1). What is harassment and abuse; (2). Recognizing the signs;
(3). Case study; (4). Understanding your role, and (5). What can
organizations do?, which includes the guidance from a victim of
abuse who also shares their testimony.

In Europe, some countries already implement guidelines for
policies and practices that prevent sexual abuse in sport. For
instance, since 1996, the Netherlands Olympic Committee and
Dutch Sports Confederation (NOC∗NSF) have been developing
policies and practices to prevent sexual intimidation, and in
2012 developed the “Sexual Intimidation Policy” toolkit. The

7https://www.ismai.pt/pt/investigacao/obnva
8https://olympics.com/athlete365/courses/safeguarding/

Netherlands also developed a political framework for safe and
respectful sports settings, involving its Ministry of Health,
Welfare and Sport. In the Czech Republic, there is a guide to
prevent sexual harassment in sport, and in Ireland, there is a
manual for ethical behavior and good practices for children in
sport (Mergaert et al., 2016). Outside Europe, Australia has in
place a National Strategy to Prevent and Respond to Child Sexual
Abuse (2021–2030), that addresses the issue of children in sport
(Commonwealth of Australia, Department of the Prime Minister
and Cabinet, 2021), as well as the “Play by the Rules” project as an
online tool to educate about discrimination, sexual harassment,
and the protection of children in sport9.

Regarding the Portuguese context, as we described elsewhere,
the “Child Safeguarding in Sport” (CSiS) project aims to guide
and accompany some European countries—namely Portugal—
in the development of policies and practices that ensure a safe,
positive, and empowering sports setting for all children. With
the following process underlying the project—Design of country-
specific roadmaps; Extension, redesign and update of the Pro-safe
sport, an online resource center; Training seminars; and Setting
up the European network of Child Safeguarding Officers –,
results from the current study can inform some of the steps of this
project and contribute to a more comprehensive implementation
of preventive measures for child abuse in sports settings, which
considers the perceptions of different members of the sports
community concerning this problematic.

Regarding prevention and research, it is necessary to maintain
a vision of sport as a system, involving all elements of this
community in the prevention and intervention process. In this
line of research, it is important to give voice to coaches, athletes
(younger and older), sports directors and sports organizations
to identify motivators and incentives (Yore et al., 2018). Giving
voice to athletes could be a way of empowering them and
giving them responsibility to own their destinies (Brackenridge,
2008). Also, it is crucial to identify and share measures to
assess sexual violence in sport-specific settings (Yore et al.,
2018), and evaluate the efficacy of educational interventions and
initiatives (Brackenridge, 2008). Research on the circumstances
facilitating protective factors in sport is paramount (Yore et al.,
2018), as well as “the relationship between sport prevention
policies and perceived security in sport among athletes and
parents, the degree of political will among sport administrators
to implement prevention policies, the potential for prevention to
impede or enhance sports coaching at elite levels,” as suggested
by Brackenridge (2008, p. 8). The 2021 Olympics brought to the
media and to public awareness the theme of mental health and
sexual abuse in sports with the voice of athletes such as Simone
Biles, which reinforced to the general public the need to protect,
prevent, and intervene in sports settings.

Sports play a large positive role in local communities and in
the wellbeing and health of many of its members worldwide,
particularly children and youth. However, sports settings also
convey characteristics that may facilitate the perpetration
of sexual abuse. As such, it is of the utmost importance
to better understand this phenomenon considering sports

9www.playbytherules.net.au
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settings’ specificities, capacitating organizations and individuals
to effectively prevent abusive behavior and promote the best out
of sports activities.
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Objective: To establish the extent to which Rugby Union was a compulsory physical

education activity in state-funded secondary schools in England and to understand the

views of Subject Leaders for Physical Education with respect to injury risk.

Method: A cross-sectional research study using data obtained under the Freedom of

Information Act (2000) from 288 state-funded secondary schools.

Results: Rugby Union was delivered in 81% (n= 234 of 288) of state-funded secondary

school physical education curricula, including 83% (n = 229 of 275) of state-funded

secondary school boys’ and 54% (n = 151 of 282) of girls’ physical education curricular.

Rugby Union was compulsory in 91% (n = 208 of 229) of state-funded secondary

schools that delivered it as part of the boys’ physical education curriculum and 54% (n =

82 of 151) of state-funded secondary schools that delivered contact Rugby Union as part

of the girls’ physical education curriculum. Subject Leaders for Physical Education also

perceived Rugby Union to have the highest risk of harm of the activities they delivered in

their school physical education curriculum.

Conclusion: Notwithstanding discussions of appropriate measures (i.e., mandatory

concussion training, Rugby Union specific qualifications and CPD) to reduce injury risk, it

is recommended that Rugby Union should not be a compulsory activity given that it has a

perceived high risk of injury and is an unnecessary risk for children in physical education.

Keywords: injury, risk, safeguarding, physical education (PE), curriculum, risk acceptability, acceptance, school

sport
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INTRODUCTION

Community amateur adult Rugby Union is claimed to have a
“high risk” of injury compared to other sports (Roberts et al.,
2013). While there is limited epidemiological data on the school
and youth context (including physical education and after-school
clubs / matches) and community youth settings, where data is
available, it shows a comparable risk of concussion between the
adult community game and the schoolboy game (Viviers et al.,
2018).1

Youth Rugby Union research from the community, academy
and independent school settings (Haseler et al., 2010; Palmer-
Green et al., 2013) has found most time-loss injuries to occur
in the tackle. In line with this research, a recent epidemiological
study of 1st XV school teams found 37% of 825 children suffered
a time-loss injury over the course of a season (Archbold et al.,
2017). Almost half (49%) of those injured required 28 or more
days away from play, with around two-thirds (63%) of injuries
occurring in the tackle phase. 19% of injuries (n = 81) were
concussions (Archbold et al., 2017).

Other research (Kirkwood et al., 2019) has found that the three
main sports (in order of frequency) that resulted in sport-related
hospital admissions for males under the age of 19 years were
football (soccer), Rugby Union, and Rugby League. Likewise,
Abernethy and MacAuley (2003) found contact rugby, including
school games, physical education classes and competitive school
matches, to be responsible for 44% of school-sport injuries that
required Accident and Emergency department attendance.

While acknowledging the different contexts, the findings of
the above research and other literature (Freitag et al., 2015;
Kirkwood et al., 2015) - which identify a high(er) risk of injury
from contact rugby compared to other sports frequently played
in school physical education (Association for Physical Education,
2016) - are in line with the call by academics and physicians
for the UK Government to remove the tackle from rugby in
school physical education (Pollock et al., 2017). Since there is
no legal requirement for tackling in school physical education,
coupled with no evidenced benefits of tackling for the physical
and psycho-social health of participants (Pollock, 2014; Pollock
et al., 2017), the heightened risk of injury associated with tackling
is argued to be unnecessary for children in the school physical
education context (White et al., 2018). Non-contact codes of
rugby, such as touch or tag, might be played instead.

Some academics disagree (e.g., Tucker et al., 2016; Quarrie
et al., 2017). Fuller (2007) has stated that ‘a high level of risk
does not make a risk unacceptable per se; people [adults] will
accept risks that are taken on a voluntary basis that are up
to 1,000 times higher than risks taken on a non-voluntary
basis’ and on that basis voluntary participation with informed
consent is essential (Fuller, 2007; White and Robinson, 2018).
Unfortunately, however, injury data across sports on school
children, particularly in the compulsory physical education

1Data obtained from Stokes K. (2020) WR Transgender Meeting - Stokes.

https://playerwelfare.worldrugby.org/?subsection=84&fbclid=IwAR2v6U1YEgoH

1JIuGIe3ONmmWrdGW2lcV2fzXCMQfrKVjOGyu1dv8noIgZ8.

context are not routinely collected, analyzed and/or disseminated
by any authority.

In the UK Independent School context i.e., those that are fee-
charging and not state-funded, Nyiri (2015) found that 77% of
schools made Rugby Union compulsory. Yet, no such data exists
in state-funded secondary school settings, which are often less
well-resourced in comparison. In addition, Subject Leaders for
Physical Education have not been consulted about injury risk –
despite being the people at the forefront of delivery. Therefore,
the purpose of this study was to (a) establish the extent to which
Rugby Union was made a compulsory activity in state-funded
secondary schools, and (b) understand which activities were
perceived by Subject Leaders for Physical Education as having the
highest risk of injury.

METHODS

This cross-sectional research study obtained data from state-
funded secondary schools under the Freedom of Information
Act 2000 (FOIA) between 9th January 2017 and the 21st July
2017. These schools – including academies and free schools – are
publicly funded institutions and, as such, are legally required by
the FOIA to respond to requests for data, if in possession of the
information requested, within 20 working days.

Specifically, schools were required to provide information
on: (a) physical education and school sport activities offered
both inside and outside of the curriculum; and (b) compulsory
physical education and school sport activities. Here, all assessable
activities that are defined by the Department of Education were
presented to schools, including modified versions of sports, such
as touch and tag rugby. Additionally, Subject Leaders could
voluntarily respond to a question about which of the activities
delivered was perceived to have the highest risk of harm.

Within England, there were 3,408 state-funded secondary
schools that educated pupils aged between 11 and 16 years in
the 2016–2017 academic year.2 Of the 48 geographical counties
of England, all of the secondary schools from 11 (Cheshire,
Cornwall, Dorset, Essex, Gloucestershire, Hertfordshire,
Merseyside, Northamptonshire, Northumberland, Staffordshire,
Suffolk) were pooled, resulting in a total of 788 eligible schools.
These counties were randomly selected following a geographical
split of metropolitan and rural areas from across the country.
Schools were included if they were state-funded and taught
Key-Stage 3 (age 11 to 13 years) and 4 (age 14 to 16 years).

In England, compulsory National Curriculum subjects at Key
Stage 3 include: English, maths, science, history, geography,
modern foreign languages, design and technology, art and design,
music, physical education, citizenship, and computing. Similarly,
at Key Stage 4 - where most pupils work toward national
qualifications (e.g., GCSEs) - compulsory National Curriculum
subjects are “core” (English, maths, science) and “foundation”
(computing, physical education, citizenship) subjects. Thus,

2Statistics obtained from the Department for Education (2017). Schools, pupils

and their characteristics. Available online at: https://www.gov.uk/government/

statistics/schools-pupils-and-their-characteristics-january-2017 (accessed March

21, 2020).
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physical education is compulsory under the National Curriculum
at all key stages; with the National Curriculum programmes of
study outlining what should be taught at each key stage.

All of the schools were randomized using https://www.
random.org/lists/ and the first 400 schools became the contacted
sample. In determining the sample, we had to balance the
competing demands of a representative sample with the
resourcing challenges and time available to the research team. As
such, we aimed to obtain a sample of∼10% of the national school
population (factoring in some non-responses).

Initially, schools were sent a voluntary request for information
by email, which included the purposes of the study. They
were then emailed 20 working days later with a more formal
FOIA request, as appropriate. After 20 more working days,
further letters and follow-up emails were sent to schools, where
necessary. Subject Leaders retained the option to (not) respond
to questions about perceived injury risk throughout this process.

The majority of responses were submitted via a pre-populated
online survey using onlinesurveys.ac.uk. This online survey
captured information on school demographics (e.g., number of
pupils, school type, Ofsted Rating, Free School Meals provision,
number of teachers) and the physical education curriculum,
including a list of all possible activities available to male and
female students at different key stages. Any responses that were
submitted by post were entered online upon receipt (n= 16). The
amount of curriculum time (exposure) devoted to each activity
was not collected and is a limitation of this study.

As part of data collection, Subject Leaders for Physical
Education were also asked to identify which of the activities
delivered in school had the highest perceived risk of injury.
Subject Leaders for Physical Education are responsible
for the localized development and implementation of
the physical education curriculum in schools. Thus, in
the absence of injury monitoring and epidemiological
data, Subject Leaders are currently best placed to offer a
reasoned view on the perception of injury risk in school
physical education.

Ethical approval was obtained from the University of
Winchester prior to data collection. Although not a requirement
under the FOIA, school names were redacted to maintain
anonymity. Of the 400 schools contacted, there were 296
responses (72% response rate), of which 8 data entries were
duplicates. Duplicates were identified by school name and IP
address. All duplicates were excluded from the study, leaving
a total sample size of 288 schools or 8% of state-funded
secondary schools in England which, based upon pupil numbers
(n = 293,414), includes 9% of state-funded secondary school
pupils nationally.

While data for school type is unavailable nationally, this
sample was dominated by Academy Converters (n = 160),
followed by Academy Sponsor-Led (n = 49), Community (n
= 32), Foundation (n = 15), Voluntary Aided (n = 14), and
other school types (n = 13). While all schools were state-funded,
they had varying levels of flexibility with regard to the physical
education curriculum; e.g., Academy Convertor schools can opt
to ignore theNational Curriculum for Physical Education, as long
as they provide a broad and balanced curriculum that promotes
the physical development of pupils.

The mean average school size, based upon the number of
pupils at the school, was 1,018 pupils (SD = 461), while the
national mean average school size was 946 pupils, showing this
sample to include slightly larger schools than average. Based
on the schools’ latest Ofsted rating, 55 schools were classified
as “outstanding” (19%), 168 schools were classified as “good”
(58%), 31 schools were classified as “requires improvement”
(11%), 8 schools were classified as “inadequate” (3%), with data
unavailable for 26 schools (9%).

Most of the schools in this sample were co-educational (n =

269), with boys and girls taught together - except in physical
education, whereby boys and girls are often taught separately.
Indeed, while guidance about gender separation in mixed (co-
educational) schools’ states that schools should not generally
separate pupils by sex, section 195 of the Equality Act 2010
contains an exception that permits single-sex sport participation.
Yet, where separation by sex does exist it remains unlawful for a
school to treat one group less favorably; e.g., by providing better
resources for boys than girls. The sample in the present study
also included some all-boy (n = 6) and all-girl (n = 13) schools.
Overall, the sample included 275 schools that educated boys and
282 schools that educated girls.

RESULTS

School Physical Education
The 10 most offered activities within state-funded secondary
school physical education in the present sample were: athletics
(n = 281, 97.57%), soccer (n = 279, 96.88%), fitness (n =

277, 96.18%), rounders (n = 272, 94.44%), netball (n = 266,
92.36%), basketball (n= 265, 92.01%), cricket (n= 262, 90.97%),
badminton (n = 260, 90.28%), dance (n = 243, 84.38%) and
Rugby Union (n = 234, 81.25%). The most offered activities for
boys were: soccer (n = 267, 97%), athletics (n = 266, 96.7%),
cricket (n = 261, 94.9%), fitness (n = 261, 94.9%), basketball
(n = 254, 92.4%), badminton (n = 245, 89.1%), Rugby Union
(n = 229, 83.3%), table tennis (n = 203, 73.8%), tennis (n
= 199, 72.4%) and gymnastics (n = 193, 70.2%). The top 10
most offered activities for girls within physical education were:
athletics (n = 270, 95.7%), fitness (n = 265, 94%), rounders (n
= 263, 93.3%), netball (n = 262, 92.9%), soccer (n = 251, 89%),
badminton (n = 246, 87.2%), dance (n = 237, 84%), basketball
(n = 224, 79.4%), gymnastics (n = 216, 76.6%) and tennis
(n= 209, 74.1%).

Compulsory Activities
Data for those activities that were made compulsory as part of
the physical education curriculum are presented in Table 1. For
boys, activities included soccer (n = 227), athletics (n = 212),
Rugby Union (n = 208), cricket (n = 196), fitness (n = 191),
basketball (n = 174), badminton (n = 155), gymnastics (n =

140), tennis (n = 118), and rounders (n = 107). For girls, these
activities included netball (n= 227), athletics (n= 207), rounders
(n = 193), fitness (n = 190), dance (n = 159), soccer (n = 159),
gymnastics (n= 158), badminton (n= 143), basketball (n= 133),
and field hockey (n= 129).

When considering the number of schools that made
an activity compulsory as a percentage of the number of
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TABLE 1 | The number of schools that make activities compulsory by gender.

Activity Number schools

that deliver (of 288

schools)

Males Females

Number schools

that deliver for

males

Compulsory Number schools

that deliver for

females

Compulsory

N % N %

Athletics 281 266 212 79.7 270 207 76.67

Badminton 260 245 155 63.27 246 143 58.13

Baseball 43 43 13 30.23 24 7 29.17

Basketball 265 254 174 68.5 224 133 59.38

Boxing 18 13 1 7.69 11 1 9.09

Canoeing 18 7 2 28.57 6 2 33.33

Cricket 262 261 196 75.1 205 114 55.61

Cycling 41 22 9 40.91 25 9 36

Dance 243 162 101 62.35 237 159 67.09

Dodgeball 190 177 72 40.68 177 67 37.85

Equestrian 28 2 1 50 2 1 50

Fitness 277 261 191 73.18 265 190 71.7

Gaelic

Football

19 16 4 25 6 2 33.33

Gymnastics 227 193 140 72.54 216 158 73.15

Handball 183 170 87 51.18 158 70 44.3

Hockey 208 172 95 55.23 198 129 65.15

Judo 2 1 0 0 2 2 100

Netball 266 127 54 42.52 262 227 86.64

Rock

Climbing

71 27 8 29.63 28 10 35.71

Rounders 272 190 107 56.32 263 193 73.38

Rowing 33 19 7 36.84 19 6 31.58

Rugby

League

53 51 14 27.45 32 8 25

Rugby Union 234 229 208 90.83 151 82 54.3

Skiing 40 6 0 0 6 1 16.67

Soccer 279 267 227 85.02 251 159 63.35

Swimming 131 73 55 75.34 74 52 70.27

Table Tennis 216 203 92 45.32 194 81 41.75

Taekwondo 10 2 0 0 2 0 0

Tag / Touch

Rugby

149 113 47 41.59 129 50 38.76

Tennis 222 199 118 59.3 209 114 54.55

Trampolining 182 141 70 49.65 166 88 53.01

Volleyball 200 168 78 46.43 180 82 45.56

schools that deliver that activity, the top activities for boys
were: Rugby Union (90.83%), soccer (85.02%), athletics
(79.70%), swimming (75.34%), cricket (75.10%), fitness
(73.18%), gymnastics (72.54%), basketball (68.5%), badminton
(63.27%), and dance (62.35%). For girls, the top activities
were: judo (100%), netball (86.64%), athletics (76.67%),
rounders (73.38%), gymnastics (73.15%), fitness (71.70%),
swimming (70.27%), dance (67.09%), field hockey (65.15%), and
soccer (63.35%).

Perceptions of Risk
In 234 of the 288 schools’, Subject Leaders for Physical
Education voluntarily identified the activity that they delivered
with the perceived highest risk of harm and injury, giving
a total of 25 different activities (see Table 2). Here, 43%
of Subject Leaders (n = 100) listed multiple activities as
having the perceived highest risk of harm, providing a total
of 334 responses. In rank order, these activities were: Rugby
Union (n = 134, 67%), trampolining (n = 59, 38%), skiing
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TABLE 2 | The number of subject leaders that perceived an activity to be the

riskiest activity of the activities their school delivered.

Activity Subject leaders that perceived as

the highest risk (of 234 schools)

N that N %

deliver

Athletics 230 13 6

Basketball 222 14 6

Canoeing 24 1 4

Cycling 42 2 5

Dodgeball 167 3 2

Gaelic Football 28 1 4

Gymnastics 187 17 9

Handball 159 3 2

Hockey 171 25 15

Judo 26 1 4

Netball 216 11 5

Rock Climbing 67 2 3

Rounders 221 3 1

Rugby League 51 2 4

Rugby Union 201 134 67

Skiing 21 5 24

Soccer 228 35 15

Swimming 110 2 2

Trampolining 157 59 38

Volleyball 163 1 1

(n = 5, 24%), soccer (n = 35, 15%), and field hockey
(n= 25, 15%).

DISCUSSION

There is limited research about the composition of activities
within the physical education curriculum (Smith et al., 2009;
Whigham et al., 2019). This descriptive cross-sectional study was
conducted to establish the extent to which individual activities
were compulsory within state-funded secondary school physical
education and to understand which activities Subject Leaders for
Physical Education perceived to present the highest risk of harm.
This study does not answer the question of which activities have
the highest risk of injury and further research is warranted here.

In our study, Rugby Union was the tenth most delivered
activity in state-funded secondary school physical education
overall (n = 234, 81%), the eight most delivered activity for boys
(n = 229, 83%), and the eighteenth most delivered activity for
girls (n = 151, 54%). Thus, just over four-fifths of state-funded
secondary school boys and one-half of secondary school girls
were exposed to Rugby Union within their secondary school
physical education.

Perceived Risk of Harm
Subject Leaders for Physical Education identified the activities
perceived to carry the highest risk of harm in this context.

Given the lack of injury monitoring and epidemiological data
available in physical education, such findings offer a valuable
insight into injury risk in physical education settings. Here,
Rugby Union was perceived to be the highest risk activity, both
in terms of the number of Subject Leaders who selected this
activity as carrying the highest risk of harm (n = 134) and as a
proportion of schools that delivered the activity (n = 134, 67%).
The perceived risk of injury was also substantially higher than
the next perceived high-risk activity, namely trampolining (n =

59, 38%). For the sake of contrast, it is important to recognize
that trampolining, as a product of its injury risk, requires teachers
to hold sport-specific time-limited qualifications in order to
facilitate the activity (Association for Physical Education, 2016).
On the other hand, teachers can currently deliver Rugby Union
without any sport-specific qualifications or training in English
schools, despite Rugby Union having a relatively high risk of
injury compared to other team sports (Roberts et al., 2013).

While this study did not examine how perceived risk translates
to actual risk, these perceptions of activities that have a high risk
of harm by Subject Leaders for Physical Education are in-line
with epidemiological data from across sport, including hospital
admissions data (Abernethy and MacAuley, 2003; Kirkwood
et al., 2019) and concussion data (Pfister et al., 2016). Here,
Kirkwood et al. found that football (soccer), Rugby Union, and
Rugby League (respectively) resulted in the most sport-related
hospital admissions for males under the age of 19 years, while
Abernethy and MacAuley (2003) found contact rugby, including
school games, physical education classes and competitive school
matches, to be responsible for 44% of school-sport injuries that
required Accident and Emergency department attendance.

Compulsion
Within the state-funded secondary school physical education
curriculum, a range of sporting activities were made compulsory
by schools. Specifically, after soccer and athletics, Rugby Union
was the third-highest activity that was made compulsory for
boys (208 of 229 schools, 91%). Comparatively, Rugby Union
was delivered less for girls (151 of 282 schools), with fewer
schools also making this activity compulsory for girls (82 of 151
schools, 54%).

Given that Rugby Union has a relatively high risk of injury
compared to other team sports (Roberts et al., 2013), strategies
should be employed to mitigate this level of risk. Mitigation
could be achieved through: (a) communication with children and
parent(s) / guardian(s) concerning the short and long-term risks
associated with participation in rugby; (b) acceptance of the risk
by both the child and their parent(s) / guardian(s), of which
non-volition on any party is the default position (White and
Robinson, 2018); and (c) mandatory concussion training, Rugby
Union specific time-limited qualifications and CPD for teachers,
as is implemented in other leading rugby nations (Gianotti et al.,
2009; Viljoen and Patricios, 2012). However, it is also essential
to highlight that informed consent does not reduce the need
for schools (and community sports clubs) to take every action
possible to maintain safe practice.

Should there be a requirement for children and their parent(s)
and guardian(s) to give their informed consent to engage in
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contact sports such as Rugby Union in physical education,
further logistical challenges may arise in this context. For
instance, some participants may give the appropriate permissions
to participate in contact rugby while others might not, resulting
in logistical challenges for how the teacher could appropriately
supervise and manage two separate groups in the school physical
education context. This may be most pronounced in the state-
funded secondary school context, where there are often limited
teaching resources in comparison to the independent school
sector, alongside additional timetabling constraints.

As such, given the duty of care that schools must implement,
the comparatively high risk of harm of Rugby Union, the lack
of risk information presented to children and their carers, the
lack of mandatory training for teachers, as well as the perceptions
by Subject Leaders for Physical Education that Rugby Union is
the riskiest sport, we argue that Rugby Union should not be a
compulsory activity in school physical education. Instead, Rugby
Union could exist as an opt-in (e.g., extra-curricular) activity
for those who want to participate and who have accepted the
risk of injury in doing so, or be replaced by non-contact codes
of the game as recommended elsewhere (Cantu and Hyman,
2012). While more research is clearly needed on this topic until
such data exists the precautionary principle should be applied,
which would minimize the potential for harm to children in
school physical education. Indeed, “Themost effective. . . method
for preventing concussion would be to eliminate exposure by
removing the tackle from the game” (Cross et al., 2019).

Study Limitations
This study offers some insight into those activities delivered
within state-funded physical education in England.
However, it does not show how many hours pupils are
exposed to these activities within the physical education
curriculum. Further research should explore the exposure
time secondary-aged pupils have to each activity within
the physical education curriculum in order to determine
relative risk.

Subsequent research may also seek to capture what defines
each of the identified activities beyond them being offered as
part of the curriculum. Indeed, it is likely that activities within
physical education classes will range from closed technical skills
to contested match-play, with the associated injury risk differing
according to the exposure of pupils to potentially high-risk events
within those activities. Such research might provide a more
comprehensive view on the nature of injury risk in curricular
physical education.

Additional research could also seek to collect data from
the other 37 counties in England which would result in a
truly heterogeneous sample. Comparisons might then be made
between schools based on school type, Ofsted rating, etc. where
appropriate. At the same time, large prospective studies into
injury surveillance in physical education are needed.

Currently, there is a lack of injury monitoring within
school physical education. This means that the true incidence,
prevalence and severity of injuries are unknown within this

context. Health and Safety Executive guidance states that “If an
accident that results in an injury arises because of the normal
rough and tumble of a game, the accident and resulting injury
would not be reportable.” As such, many injuries caused through
participation in school physical education are not systematically
recorded or available (Freitag et al., 2015). Mandatory reporting
of injuries would allow for a more positivistic representation of
injury risk in the physical education context than is available in
this study.

CONCLUSION

Rugby Union was delivered in physical education in 81%
of the state-funded secondary schools we studied. Despite
being perceived by Subject Leaders for Physical Education
to be the activity with the highest risk of harm, Rugby
Union was a compulsory activity for boys in 91% of those
schools that deliver this activity as part of the curriculum,
as well as being a compulsory activity for 54% of girls. Data
from the amateur adult community context, youth community
context, and after-school rugby settings also suggests that
Rugby Union carries a relatively “high risk” of injury when
compared to the other sports frequently delivered in school
physical education.

Tackling is also argued to be unnecessary, leading us
to contend that it should be reconsidered as a compulsory
activity for children in physical education. Should young
people need (or want) to be exposed to Rugby Union (or
Rugby League) within the physical education curriculum,
a non-contact version of the game could be employed.
Those who continue to deliver tackle rugby should
provide children and their parent(s) or guardian(s) with
appropriate impartial information to give informed consent
to participate.
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Preventing sexual violence in 
sport: Determinants of positive 
coach-bystander behavior
Helena Verhelle 1*, Tine Vertommen 1,2 and 
Gjalt-Jorn Ygram Peters 3

1 Forensic Psychology, Thomas More University of Applied Sciences, Antwerp, Belgium, 2 Social 
Epidemiology and Health Policy (SEHPO), University of Antwerp, Antwerp, Belgium, 3 Department of 
Methods and Statistics, Faculty of Psychology, Open University of the Netherlands, Heerlen, 
Netherlands

Given their central role and position, coaches are instrumental in creating 

safe sport environments, especially in preventing sexual violence, but 

little is known about bystander behaviors, hampering the development 

of effective bystander programs in the context of sport. To identify 

determining characteristics of bystander behavior, 1,442 Belgian youth 

sport coaches completed an online questionnaire on bystander-related 

attitudes, norms, autonomy beliefs, and self-efficacy using two hypothetical 

scenarios of sexual violence in the sports club. Data were analyzed using 

confidence interval-based estimation of relevance (CIBER). A total of 127 

coaches had witnessed sexual violence over the past year, most but not 

all intervened. Experiential attitude expectation, instrumental attitude 

evaluation, perceived referent behavior and approval, and subskill presence 

were positively associated with coaches’ intention to intervene. Of the 

determinants of positive coach-bystander behavior, attitude and perceived 

norms proved key constituents for programs addressing sexual violence in 

youth sport. We conclude that interventions aiming at increasing positive 

affective consequences, reinforcing the sense of group membership, and 

strengthening the social norm of intervening in case of signs of sexual 

violence may be  most influential to stimulate positive coach-bystander 

behavior.

KEYWORDS

bystander behavior, sexual violence, sport, safeguarding, intervention

Introduction

Sexual violence is no longer an unspoken issue in the world of youth sport. It is not 
only a potentially criminal issue, but prevalence estimates also clearly illustrate the 
problem as a health issue. Mountjoy et al. (2016), p. 3 define sexual violence as “any 
conduct of a sexual nature, whether non-contact, contact or penetrative, where consent is 
coerced/manipulated or is not or cannot be given.” In this study, we likewise use the term 
as an umbrella concept encompassing verbal and non-verbal contact forms of sexual 
harassment and abuse. Depending on the study designs and measures used, prevalence 
rates for sexual harassment range from 19% to 92% and for sexual abuse from 2% to 49% 
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(Mountjoy et al., 2016; Bjørnseth and Szabo, 2018). In a recent 
European study, surveying over 10,000 young adults in six 
European countries, 32% of the respondents in Flanders 
(Belgium) reported having experienced at least one form of 
non-contact sexual violence and 20% reported having 
experienced at least one form of contact sexual violence within 
the context of organized sports before the age of 18 (Hartill et al., 
2021; Vertommen et al., 2021). In most cases, it did not concern 
single events but repeated incidents that took place over longer 
periods of time (Vertommen et al., 2019).

The often severe physical, psychological, social, and societal 
consequences of such incidents render sexual violence in sport 
a serious public health issue (Koontz et al., 2021). Yet, despite 
its high prevalence and impact, signs or incidents of sexual 
violence in sport are often overlooked or not acted upon. Not 
intervening or offering help allows the violence to continue, 
facilitating the perpetrator and thus aggravating and 
prolonging the victim’s suffering (Cense and Brackenridge, 
2001; Spaaij and Schaillée, 2019). The role of bystanders (i.e., 
individuals that are not directly involved as a victim or 
perpetrator that have the potential to intervene and amend the 
situation; Banyard, 2008) can be important in the context of 
sexual violence.

Banyard et  al. (2020) distinguish two types of bystander 
interventions: reactive and proactive. Reactive bystander actions 
concern both the negative or positive actions that a person 
undertakes in response to a high-risk situation (McMahon and 
Banyard, 2012; Rothman et al., 2019), where negative reactive 
bystander action is defined as either a lack of action or unhelpful 
actions (e.g., making fun of the victim, applauding the 
perpetrator’s conduct) immediately before, during or after an 
incident of sexual violence. Conversely, positive reactive bystander 
behavior encompasses all potentially helpful actions directly 
before, during or after an incident, i.e., at the time of an immediate 
risk or an ongoing, witnessed event of sexual violence.

Proactive bystander behavior is, in contrast, not restricted 
to one specific incident but comprises all supporting behaviors 
aimed at ameliorating or preventing sexual violence in general, 
(which may, for instance, include taking a course on sexual 
violence or remaining aware and perceptive of its risk or 
occurrence; Banyard et al., 2020). In the literature, people who 
take responsive and helpful actions in emergency situations 
are also labeled as “actionists” (Rothman et  al., 2019), 
upstanders’ (Ferrans et al., 2012), “defenders” (Pozzoli et al., 
2012), or “prosocial bystanders” (Banyard, 2011). In the 
present study, the terms positive bystander(s) and positive 
bystander behavior include both reactive and proactive 
onlookers and interventions.

Positive bystanders play an important role in maintaining a 
safe environment, and over the last decade the development, 
implementation, and evaluation of bystander interventions has 
received more attention in research, policy-making and practice 
than ever before. By educating people about sexual violence and 
bystander options, peer norms, attitudes, and beliefs can 

be  changed. Adequately intervening in situations of sexual 
violence is not only beneficial to the victim and might stop the 
perpetrator, it also models the desired behavior, potentially 
encouraging fellow-bystanders to do the same on future occasions. 
In addition, positive bystander behavior may also reduce the risk 
of victimization and perpetration in bystanders themselves 
(Banyard, 2015).

A variety of bystander intervention programs in the context 
of violence is available (e.g., “Bringing in the bystander,” “Coaching 
boys into men,” “Green dot”), but only a few focuses on the context 
in sport. Most were developed in the United States and mainly 
focus on the prevention of sexual and dating violence on college 
campuses (e.g., Miller et al., 2012; Palm Reed et al., 2015; Fenton 
and Mott, 2018). Some of these bystander programs have been 
systematically reviewed and were found to be effective with small 
to moderate effects on different components. Some bystander 
interventions were effective in increasing or promoting actual 
bystander behavior (Katz and Moore, 2013; Kettrey et al., 2019; 
Kettrey and Marx, 2019), while others were effective in increasing 
knowledge, pro-social attitudes and beliefs about sexual violence 
(Jouriles et al., 2018). The authors concluded that the main reason 
for those small effects was the use of small samples (Jouriles et al., 
2018; Kettrey et al., 2019).

Banyard et al. (2004, 2007), for example, showed that one- or 
three-session programs had improved attitudes, increased 
bystander efficacy and knowledge, and, most importantly, 
engendered prosocial bystander behavior in 389 male and female 
undergraduates. The recent meta-analysis of Jouriles et al. (2018) 
confirmed these findings and found a greater effect on bystander 
attitudes and beliefs for programs with a longer duration, but the 
effects diminished over time.

Studies regarding perceived norms, which includes the 
perception of other’s willingness to intervene show that these 
norms play a significant role in bystander behavior (e.g., Brown 
and Messman-Moore, 2010; McMahon, 2015; Santacrose et al., 
2020). People may be concerned about a violent situation but feel 
not confident to act, as the group norm implies it is not a problem 
(Fenton and Mott, 2018).

In their study, Levine et al. (2019) explored key factors 
involved in violence reduction and bystander interventions. 
Firstly, they emphasize that intervening in violent or 
hazardous situations is already the social norm among 
bystanders, even though interventions may not always 
be  successful. Secondly, the authors stress that people do 
intervene even when others are present, thus showing that the 
popular belief that people do not act in the presence of other 
witnesses is a fallacy, making this a vital message to convey in 
bystander campaigns. Another major issue they describe is 
that people often think it is not safe to intervene. However, the 
researchers found the opposite: the chance of being victimized 
while intervening is quite low. The final finding they report on 
concerns the social identity relationship between bystander 
and victim or perpetrator: bystanders are more likely to 
intervene in situations involving members of their own social 
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or ethnic group are being victimized (e.g., friends, family, 
and acquaintances).

To make prevention programs even more effective, Moynihan 
and Banyard (2008) recommend instructing course participants 
to not focus on possible perpetrators or victims only but rather on 
all stakeholders in the organization or environment given the 
notion that all members of a community have a role in preventing 
violence or harm and that everyone can become a bystander. 
Banyard (2015) states that prevention programs should be directed 
at promoting proactive and reactive behaviors among all members 
of a given community.

When aiming to promote positive coach-bystander behavior, 
we first need to analyze its constituent parts. Before taking action, 
any bystander will, consciously or unconsciously, go through 
several, interlaced stages. First of all, they will have to note and 
interpret a situation as a problem. Next, they should feel the 
responsibility to do something about it, for if they do not, they will 
not take action. When they do experience a sense of responsibility, 
they will subsequently need to figure out what to do and, if a 
decision is reached, eventually choose to take action (Banyard, 
2011). Each of these constituent stages can be  influenced by 
different environmental conditions and psychological constructs 
(i.e., behavioral determinants; Bartholomew et al., 2006). A first 
step in developing successful coach-bystander intervention 
programs is translating these steps in the context of sport and 
subsequently gaining insight into the determinants of each 
sub-behavior.

Knowing that signs of sexual violence in sport are often 
overlooked or not acted upon (Vertommen et  al., 2019), 
understanding this behavior is crucial. The literature does not 
provide these insights in this context, therefor this paper aims to 
identify the determinants that contribute to coach-bystander 
behavior regarding sexual violence following the Intervention 
Mapping Protocol. This framework outlines steps, tasks and 
processes to help develop practical health promotion and 
education programs through stimulating desirable behaviors 
(Bartholomew et  al., 2006). These insights will inform the 
development of a dedicated coach-bystander training program to 
prevent sexual violence in youth sports.

To this end, we adopted the reasoned action approach (RAA; 
Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010) as a theoretical framework. The RAA 
has been used multiple times to predict a variety of behaviors, but 
not in the context of coach-bystander behavior regarding sexual 
violence. Identifying the essentials predictors of coaches’ intention, 
constitutes the basis for developing a coach-bystander 
intervention, and the RAA offers these predictive insights as the 
theoretical framework links people’s intention to underlying 
attitudes, norms and beliefs. The practical contribution of this 
study lays in the next step, where the found determinants will 
be  translated into applications that are part of the 
actual intervention.

The RAA model builds on the theory of planned behavior 
(Ajzen, 1991) and the theory of reasoned action (Fishbein and 
Ajzen, 1975) which explains why people decide to perform (or 

not to perform) a certain behavior (Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010). 
The RAA states that the intention to carry out a behavior, such 
as intervening in case of a violent event, is determined by a 
person’s attitude toward the behavior, their idea of how relevant 
others perceive the behavior (perceived norms), and their sense 
of behavioral control. For people with high intention to 
intervene, actual and successful execution of the behavior also 
depends on their abilities and skills, as well as environmental 
factors. The RAA explicitly does not address automatic behaviors 
(e.g., habits). Since positive bystander behavior is only 
infrequently called for, it firmly belongs to the domain of 
reasoned action.

When behavior is explained by a theory, the variables are often 
called determinants. A determinant is a psychological variable on 
global scale, which can be further specified in subdeterminants. 
Subdeterminants are situated on a lower level of the psychological 
generality to predict the overarching determinant (Peters and 
Crutzen, 2018).

Attitude, the first determinant of the RAA, is defined as a 
person’s subjective evaluation of the consequences of a behavior, 
conceptualized as favorable or unfavorable. Fishbein and Ajzen 
(2010) distinguish instrumental and experiential attitude, where 
in the first the individual sees the outcome as instrumental to their 
goal (e.g., “If I intervene, this is likely to end the sexual violence.”), 
whereas experiential attitude is about the anticipated affective 
consequences of the behavior (e.g., “If I intervene, it is likely that 
I will feel confident”).

Perceived norms refer to a person’s perception of the approval 
or disapproval (injunctive norms) and behavior (descriptive 
norms) of relevant socials referents. Injunctive norms are all about 
what you think others expect of you in a particular social context 
(e.g., “People important to me would approve of me protecting 
children from sexual violence”). An example of descriptive norms 
would then read “Most people like me will protect children from 
sexual violence” (Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010).

Perceived behavioral control is a person’s perception of their 
capacity and autonomy over their behavior, where capacity entails 
the level of confidence a person has in being capable to perform a 
behavior (e.g., “I am confident that, if I want to, I can protect 
children from sexual violence”). Autonomy refers to people’s belief 
that they have control over the behavior and that performing the 
behavior is up to them (e.g., “It is me who decides whether 
I  protect children from sexual violence”; Fishbein and 
Ajzen, 2010).

Because educational programs cannot directly change 
behavior but can change behavioral determinants, understanding 
which determinants primarily influence a given behavior in a 
given population is an important first step in developing behavior 
change interventions (Crutzen et al., 2017). Besides establishing 
which determinants are the most promising targets for an 
intervention, it is important to identify critical subdeterminants, 
i.e., determining underlying beliefs. Thus, if perceived norms play 
a prominent role, it is vital to learn which social referents matter 
the most (i.e., peers, family, or other persons or groups). If 
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behavioral control is the problem, we  need to identify the 
perceived barriers or the (sub)skills people feel they lack.

The study presented below focuses on youth sport coaches as 
key players in the prevention of sexual violence toward child 
athletes in local sport settings. Almost all athletes begin their sport 
careers in  local clubs at an early age, making safe sport 
environments crucial for their wellbeing and development. Since 
coaches play such a prominent role in youth sport, they are 
necessarily critical in their protection from harassment and abuse, 
most particularly sexual violence. We  therefore conducted a 
survey among youth sport coaches to systematically identify the 
most relevant determinants of positive bystander behavior for 
future inclusion in a coach-bystander training program. The 
research question guiding this study is: what are the most relevant 
determinants of positive bystander behavior in the prevention of 
sexual violence in sport?

Materials and methods

Participants

This study used a cross-sectional survey design with a self-
selection convenience sample of currently active adult youth sport 
coaches in Flanders, Belgium. After providing their informed 
consent (see Procedure), 1,741 participants aged ≥ 18 years started 
the online survey; 323 were excluded as they did not meet the 
inclusion criterion of having been actively involved as a youth 
sport coach in the past 12 months. Meeting the inclusion criteria, 
the remaining 1,422 participants completed the full survey. The 
average age of the participants was 36.7 years (SD = 14.06, range 
18–79), the majority were men (n = 883, 63.7%). The participants 
coached mostly in soccer (n = 447, 28.1%), athletics/track and field 
(n = 271, 17%) and gymnastics (n = 115, 9.7%). In total 42 different 
sports were mentioned. Most of the participants worked as a 
volunteer (n = 1,150, 80.9%), had a coach qualification (n = 865, 
60.8%), were members of a sports club with both recreational and 
competitive divisions (n = 979, 68.8%), and had more than 1 year 
experience as a coach (n = 1,238, 93.4%). There was an equal 
distribution in the age groups they coached (athletes aged below 
12 years: n = 549, 38.6%; 12–18 years: n = 321, 22.6%; both groups: 
n = 552, 38.8%). All sociodemographic characteristics and details 
of the coaching context are summarized in Table 1.

Measures

Our group developed the online questionnaire “And what 
would you do?” specifically for our coach survey into their notions 
on bystander behavior with respect to sexual violence. As stated, 
we  used the RAA (Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010) as a theoretical 
framework and the items were formulated following the RAA 
CIBERlite items (Crutzen and Peters, 2022). We  divided the 
questionnaire into five parts with a total of 87 items (see 

Supplementary Table 1). First, three questions probed the coaches’ 
personal experiences with active bystander behaviors in response 
to incidents of sexual violence during their coaching activities in 
the last 12 months.

The following section assesses the subdeterminants of four 
target behaviors. Each target behavior is assessed in a dedicated 
section of the questionnaire. The four target behaviors were 
determined by applying the steps of bystander actions to the 
context of sport. The questionnaire focusses on the behavioral 
processes (i.e., the coach notes a situation, and the coach takes 
action), and not on the thought processes (e.g., the coach feels 
responsible to do something, makes a decision what to do). 
Regardless of the severity of an at-risk situation, the first two target 
behaviors are: (1) The coach is vigilant for signs of sexual violence, 
and (2) The coach sets firm boundaries in case of (signs of 
imminent) sexual violence. Depending on the level of severity, 
different follow-up actions might be  required: (3) The coach 
intervenes in case of an incident of sexual violence, (4) The coach 
reports the incident to the club’s safeguarding officer. In order to 
present real-life scenarios, the questionnaire included two case 
descriptions with varying severity: one describing an incident 
including verbal sexual harassment, and one on sexual assault in 
the sports club. The severity of the actions required were 

TABLE 1 Sociodemographics of the coach-participants and coaching 
context.

Characteristics n %

Gender

Male 883 62.1

Female 490 34.5

Unknown 49 3.4

Age of athletes coached

Younger than 12 years old 549 38.4

Between 12 and 18 years old 321 22.6

Both groups 552 38.8

Athletes with disability

Yes 105 7.6

No 1,278 92.4

Coaching context

Recreational sport only 109 7.7

Competitive sport only 294 20.7

Both 979 68.8

Competition level athletes/clubs coached

Local level 600 42.2

Regional level 721 50.7

National level 497 35.0

International level 99 7.0

Coaching status

Volunteer 1,150 80.9

Employed or self-employed 176 12.4

Coaching qualification

Yes 865 60.8

No 457 32.1

197

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.862220
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Verhelle et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.862220

Frontiers in Psychology 05 frontiersin.org

determined following the guidelines in the Flag System, a 
pedagogical tool for sport stakeholders to adequately identify and 
react in situations of sexual violence (Van Haastrecht et al., 2017). 
Mild or slightly inappropriate behavior requires increased 
attention and setting firm boundaries, while more severe (contact) 
sexual behavior calls for a more profound intervention (e.g., end 
the inappropriate behavior, reporting to and involving the 
safeguarding officer; see Figure 1).

The first item of each target behavior assesses behavioral 
intent (e.g., “Being a coach, it is my intention to be vigilant for signs 
of sexual abusive behavior,” “If I find myself in such a situation, it is 
my intention to take action”) while the subsequent items test the 
determinants (i.e., attitude, perceived norms, and perceived 
behavioral control) of the bystander behavior in question.

In accordance with the RAA, we gauged instrumental and 
experiential attitude, both operationalized as (i) “belief 
expectation” (for instance, for instrumental attitude: “Thinks that 
reporting to the safeguarding officer will improve the situation,” and 
for experiential attitude: “I feel comfortable setting firm boundaries 
in situation of sexual violence” and “I feel determined when 
I intervene in such a situation”) and (ii) as ‘belief evaluation’ (“I 
believe it is important to report an incident of sexual violence to a 
safeguarding officer” and “I need to feel comfortable when 
intervening,” respectively).

Secondly, perceived norm was operationalized as injunctive 
norms and descriptive norms, with the first being divided into 

“motivation to comply” (e.g., “I like to act the way fellow coaches 
would want me to act”) and “perceived referent approval” (e.g., 
“The club board will approve of my intervening in an incident 
involving sexual violence”). Descriptive norms were assessed as 
“perceived referent behavior” (e.g., “Most people like me would set 
boundaries in such a situation”) and “identification with referent” 
(e.g., “I want to do what fellow coaches would do when it comes to 
reporting the case to a safeguarding officer”).

Finally, perceived behavioral control was assessed in terms of 
“autonomy” and “capacity,” with autonomy being further divided 
into “power of condition” (e.g.,“Whether I intervene in a situation 
is completely up to me”), “presence of condition” (e.g., “My club has 
drawn up a code of conduct”) and capacity into “subskill 
importance” (e.g., “I think the ability to explain what is wrong and 
what is appropriate behavior is important”) and “subskill presence” 
(e.g., “I feel confident about being able to set boundaries”).

Depending on the scale anchors, some subdeterminants were 
rated on a bidimensional seven-point scale and others with a 
unidimensional 5-point scale, but always with question-specific 
anchors (cf. Gehlbach and Brinkworth, 2011).

Procedure

After obtaining ethical clearance from the Ethics Committee 
at the lead researcher’s institution (G-2020 122,035), the 

FIGURE 1

Overview coach bystander steps and their target behavior.
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questionnaire was pre-tested by the project’s steering group 
consisting of child safeguarding in sport officers and practice 
developers, public health researchers, survivors of childhood 
sexual violence in sport, and representatives from sport 
organizations and authorities.

After the pre-test the additional adjustments were made, 
eligible sport coaches were recruited. A self-selection convenience 
recruitment strategy was applied, using the professional networks 
of partner organizations including the Flemish School for Coach 
Education, the Center Ethics in Sport, and several Flemish sport 
federations. All the partners distributed the call for participation, 
including a direct link to the questionnaire (www.enwatzoujijdoen.
be), through their social media and information channels. The 
questionnaire was launched in June 2020 and data were collected 
from 2020-06-29 up to 2020-08-11. Upon accessing the 
questionnaire, participants were briefed about the survey 
objectives, informed that no personal data would be collected, and 
asked for their informed consent.

Statistical analyses

All subdeterminants were recoded into a scale ranging from 0 
to 1 to facilitate visual comparison, with the percentages of maximal 
possible method (POMP) generating raw maximum scores (Cohen 
et  al., 1999). Given the problems with regression analyses for 
determinant selection (Crutzen and Peters, 2021), the relevant 
importance of the determinants of the coach-bystander behaviors 
tested was analyzed using confidence interval-based estimation of 
relevance (CIBER) technique. CIBER has been developed as a tool 
to select the most relevant (sub-)determinants of a behavior to 
inform the focus of behavioral change intervention (Crutzen et al., 
2017). The technique visualizes the mean of each subdeterminant 
and the associations with the behavioral outcomes depicted in two 
panels, where the left-hand panel shows each variable’s distribution 
using raw data, as well as 99.99% confidence intervals (CI) for the 
means (i.e., how low or high participants score on the scale) 
presented as diamonds along the continuum of possible scores. The 
fill color of the diamonds gives an indication of the item means, 
with the color green representing higher means, blue means close 
to the scale center, and red lower means. The right-hand panel 
presents the correlation coefficients of the subdeterminants and the 
specified target (e.g., the behavior measure) with a 95% CI. Here 
the diamonds’ color reflects the association’s strength and direction, 
with green indicating a strong positive association. The grayer the 
diamonds are, the weaker the association, where a red diamond 
signifies a strong, negative association. Combined, the panels show 
associations with behavior and the degree of room for improvement. 
The CIBER plots were created using the R package behavior change.

Since with CIBER we seek to identify the most relevant (sub-)
determinants of positive coach-bystander behaviors, we look for 
those factors that show either low-to-average means and a positive 
association with the target behavior, or those with average-to-high 
means and a negative association (Crutzen et  al., 2017). Next, 

we calculated the potential for change index (PCI or PΔ) using 
SPSS (version 28), which quantitatively combines the room for 
improvement with the association with behavior (e.g., the product 
of (1) the difference between the (sub-)determinant’s mean and the 
scale maximum and (2) the squared correlation with intention). In 
other words, the PCI provides a quantitative summary of the 
information shown in the CIBER plots (Knittle and Peters, 2019). 
A threshold PCI value of ≥0.05 were taken to indicate (sub-)
determinants relevant for inclusion in the coach-bystander 
intervention based on the patterns observed in the CIBER plots in 
combination with the corresponding PCI (note that this threshold 
represents our decision process in the context of this study and 
does not represent a heuristic meant for general application despite 
its coincidental similarity to the common default alpha). The PCI 
can conveniently aggregate much information into one quantitative 
metric, but because that inevitably also obfuscates potentially 
important information, we combined PCI and CIBER plots.

Results

The majority of the coach-participants reported not to have 
noted or witnessed any case of sexual violence in their sports club in 
the previous 12 months (n = 1,184, 90.3%), while 78 (5.5%) had 
witnessed one such event, of whom 52 (n = 52/78; 66.7%) had 
intervened. Another 49 coaches (3.4%) reported to have witnessed 
several situations involving sexual violence, with six (n = 6/49; 12.2%) 
coaches not taking any action and nine (n = 9/49; 18.4%) having only 
rarely done so; 11 (n = 11/49; 22.4%) had acted on some occasions, 
10 (n = 10/49; 20.4%) had intervened in most instances, while 13 
(n = 13/49; 26.5%) coaches had intervened in each event. Most 
common reasons for not intervening were a failure to (correctly) 
identify the behavior as sexual violence (“it looked harmless”), the 
lack of knowledge and skills to name and/or address the issue, and 
an inaction due to the perpetrator’s hierarchical position.

Next, we will describe the (sub-)determinants our analyses 
identified as the most relevant for the promotion of positive 
coach-bystander behavior. Figures 2–4 provide examples of the 
analysis process for several of these target behaviors.

Target behavior 1: The coach is vigilant 
for signs of sexual violence

The intention of coaches to be  vigilant for signals of sexual 
violence was high (M = 0.92, SD = 0.15). Inspection of the CIBER 
plots and PCIs suggested that only one determinant is relevant for 
this target behavior: instrumental attitude belief evaluation (M = 0.87, 
SD = 0.18, r = 0.61, PΔ = 0.05; see Table 2). This may seem surprising 
given the high mean but is explained by the high correlation 
coefficient. Perceived referent behavior (M = 0.66, SD = 0.20, r = 0.29 
PΔ = 0.03) and subskill presence (M = 0.60, SD = 0.21, r = 0.27, 
PΔ = 0.03) were also positively associated with intention, with the 
determinants’ mean scores falling in the middle of the scale. 
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However, both the corresponding correlation coefficients and PCIs 
were low, suggesting that these determinants show little promise as 
intervention targets. The sample mean of the determinant perceived 

referent approval (M = 0.83, SD = 0.18, r = 0.36, PΔ = 0.02) was 
already high, indicating there is little room for improvement, while 
the correlation coefficient was moderate, meaning that, as a result, 

FIGURE 2

Ciberplot target behavior 2: the coach sets firm boundaries in case of an incident of sexual violence.

FIGURE 3

Ciberplot target behavior 3: the coach intervenes in a situation of sexual violence.
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the potential for change is low. Similarly, the associations with 
intention and the PCIs of the remaining determinants of this target 
behavior were too weak to warrant attention in an intervention.

Target behavior 2: The coach sets firm 
boundaries in case of an incident of 
sexual violence

The intention of coach-participants to set firm boundaries was 
high (M = 0.86, SD = 0.18). In total seven determinants were 
indicated as relevant for inclusion in the coach-bystander 
intervention. The first group includes subskill presence (M = 0.71, 
SD = 0.22, r = 0.46, PΔ = 0.06), two items regarding experiential 
attitude belief expectation (M = 0.76, SD = 0.20, r = 0.48, PΔ = 0.06; 
M = 0.69, SD = 0.22, r = 0.39, PΔ = 0.05), and two items on 
perceived referent behavior (M = 0.62, SD = 0.22, r = 0.44, 

PΔ = 0.07; M = 0.63, SD = 0.22, r = 0.39, PΔ = 0.06). They were all 
seven strongly associated with this target behavior (see Table 3; 
Figure 2). Given their mid-scale means and moderate associations 
with intention, these determinants exceeded the PCI threshold 
(0.05) and are thus relevant for a coach-bystander intervention, 
which also holds for the following determinants: perceived referent 
approval (M = 0.81, SD = 0.17, r = 0.56, PΔ = 0.06) and instrumental 
attitude belief evaluation (M = 0.75, SD = 0.14, r = 0.71, PΔ = 0.12) 
given their high correlation coefficients manifesting in high PCIs. 
The other determinants of this target behavior all had relatively 
high sample means. One group (instrumental attitude belief 
expectation, belief evaluation, subskill presence, and perceived 
referent approval) had a low association with intention (r ≤ 0.40), 
rendering these determinants immaterial since they will not 
induce behavior change. Although the remaining determinants 
had high associations with intention (r ≥ 0.40), they showed little 
room for improvement, as was reflected by their low PCI values.

FIGURE 4

Ciberplot target behavior: the coach reports the situation to the safeguarding officer.

TABLE 2 Target behavior 1: the coach is vigilant for signs of sexual violence.

Determinants Subdeterminants PΔ Correlation (r) Means (SD)

Instrumental attitude belief evaluation Believes vigilance to be important 0.05 0.61 0.87 (0.18)

Perceived referent behavior Believes others would be vigilance 0.03 0.29 0.66 (0.20)

Subskill presence Feels confident about detecting abilities 0.03 0.27 0.60 (0.21)

Perceived referent approval Thinks others approve of his/her being vigilant 0.02 0.36 0.83 (0.18)

Experiential attitude belief expectation Feels comfortable being vigilant 0.02 0.25 0.66 (0.21)

Power of condition Being vigilant is own decision 0.01 0.22 0.80 (0.19)

All subdeterminants were recoded to a 0–1 scale.
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Target behavior 3: The coach intervenes 
in a situation of sexual violence

The overall intention was high (M = 0.82, SD = 0.21) and seven 
determinants of this target behavior were identified as eligible for 
inclusion in the intervention (see Table 4; Figure 3): instrumental 
attitude belief evaluation (M = 0.78, SD = 0.22, r = 0.63, PΔ = 0.09), 
two items regarding experiential attitude belief expectation 
(M = 0.65, SD = 0.25, r = 0.66, PΔ = 0.15; M = 0.54, SD = 0.28, r = 0.55, 
PΔ = 0.14), and two items regarding subskill presence (M = 0.68, 
SD = 0.25, r = 0.65 PΔ = 0.14; M = 0.79, SD = 0.22, r = 0.51, 
PΔ = 0.05). Two items of perceived referent behavior (M = 0.61, 
SD = 0.23, r = 0.41, PΔ = 0.07; M = 0.61, SD = 0.24, r = 0.34, 
PΔ = 0.05) had a moderate correlation coefficient, with the PCI 
score meeting the threshold. The associations with intention and 
the PCIs of the remaining determinants of this target behavior were 
too weak, excluding them as targets for the intervention.

Target behavior 4: The coach reports the 
situation to the safeguarding officer

Intention was high (M = 0.78, SD = 0.24), with nine 
determinants appearing relevant for the intervention (see Table 5; 

Figure  4): instrumental attitude belief evaluation (M = 0.72, 
SD = 0.27, r = 0.80, PΔ = 0.18), perceived referent behavior 
(M = 0.58, SD = 0.24, r = 0.52, PΔ = 0.12; M = 0.57, SD = 0.25, 
r = 0.49 PΔ = 0.10), subskill presence (M = 0.72, SD = 0.24, r = 0.53, 
PΔ = 0.08), instrumental attitude belief expectation (M = 0.73, 
SD = 0.18, r = 0.43, PΔ = 0.05), two aspects of experiential attitude 
belief expectation (M = 0.60, SD = 0.27, r = 0.47, PΔ = 0.09; 
M = 0.54, SD = 0.21, r = 0.36, PΔ = 0.06), two regarding perceived 
referent approval (M = 0.82, SD = 0.17, r = 0.53, PΔ = 0.05; M = 0.77, 
SD = 0.18, r = 0.44, PΔ = 0.05), and two regarding perceived 
referent behavior (M = 0.58, SD = 0.24, r = 0.52, PΔ = 0.12; M = 0.57, 
SD = 0.25, r = 0.49, PΔ = 0.10). All these determinants showed 
moderate-to-high correlations and PCIs ≥ 0.05. The associations 
with intention and the PCIs of the remaining determinants of this 
target behavior were too weak and are thus not considered for 
the intervention.

In total, 24 determinants were identified as eligible for 
inclusion in the intervention. Only one applied to vigilance, seven 
to both setting firm boundaries and to intervening, and most of the 
determinants, nine, related to the fourth target behavior reporting 
to the safeguarding officer. In total, 46% of these were related to 
attitude, 37% to perceived norms, and 17% to perceived behavioral 
control. Experiential attitude in terms of belief expectation, 
perceived referent behavior, and instrumental attitude in terms of 

TABLE 3 Target behavior 2: the coach sets firm boundaries in case of an incident of sexual violence.

Determinants Subdeterminants PΔ Correlation (r) Means (SD)

Instrumental attitude belief evaluation Believes setting clear boundaries is important 0.12 0.71 0.75 (0.14)

Perceived referent behavior Believes others would also set boundaries 0.07 0.44 0.62 (0.22)

Perceived referent approval Thinks others would approve of his/her setting 

boundaries

0.06 0.56 0.81 (0.17)

Subskill presence Feels confident about being able to set boundaries 0.06 0.46 0.71 (0.22)

Experiential attitude belief expectation Feels determined when it comes to setting boundaries 0.06 0.48 0.76 (0.20)

Perceived referent behavior Believes fellow coaches would also set boundaries 0.06 0.39 0.63 (0.22)

Experiential attitude belief expectation Feels comfortable setting boundaries 0.05 0.39 0.69 (0.22)

Instrumental attitude belief expectation Believes setting boundaries will help improve the 

situation

0.04 0.42 0.75 (0.22)

Instrumental attitude belief evaluation Believes improving the situation is important 0.03 0.50 0.90 (0.13)

Subskill presence He/she is able to explain what is (not) allowed 0.03 0.42 0.82 (0.19)

Perceived referent approval Finds approval from fellow trainers for setting boundaries 

important

0.03 0.41 0.81 (0.17)

Importance subskill Finds being able to explain what is (not) allowed 

important

0.02 0.32 0.81 (0.19)

Identification with referent Likes to act like fellow coaches regarding boundaries 0.02 0.23 0.58 (0.29)

Perceived referent approval Thinks the club board would approve of his/her setting 

boundaries

0.02 0.36 0.86 (0.15)

Power of condition Setting boundaries is own decision 0.01 0.32 0.87 (0.17)

Motivation to comply Likes to act the way fellow coaches would want 

him/her to act

0.01 0.15 0.55 (0.28)

Power of condition Finds the club having a code of conduct important 0.01 0.21 0.75 (0.25)

Presence of condition Thinks the club probably has a code of conduct 0.01 0.16 0.73 (0.29)

Motivation to comply Likes to act the way the club board wants him/her to act 0.01 0.14 0.60 (0.28)

All subdeterminants were recoded to a 0–1 scale.
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belief evaluation, as well as perceived referent approval were most 
pertinently present.

Discussion

We adopted the CIBER approach to evaluate determinants of 
positive coach-bystander behaviors to develop a bystander 
intervention and therefore help to prevent sexual violence in 
youth sport. The majority (90.3%) of the 1,422 coaches responding 
to our online survey reported not to have witnessed any incident 
involving sexual violence in the last 12 months. This could mean 
that there were no actual incidents or that coaches may not have 
been successful in detecting (signs of) sexual violence (Mountjoy 
et  al., 2016; Vertommen et  al., 2016a), which in turn could 
be explained by the fact that coaches do not have the knowledge 
to correctly identify and assess a situation of sexual violence. 
Additionally, due to the COVID-19 lockdown that coincided with 
a large part of the study period, most organized sport activities 
were cancelled and therefor the opportunities to witness any 
incidents may have been relatively scarce. Nevertheless, the fact 
that 10% did report witnessing one or more incidents in the given 
timeframe highlights the importance of raising awareness and 
educating coaches about sexual violence in sport.

By combining CIBER plots with the potential for change 
we were able to identify the most relevant factors contributing to 

the four coach-bystander behaviors that could be  targeted in 
sexual-violence prevention programs for coaches. Reassuringly, 
we found high intention for all four target behaviors, reflecting 
that the coaches in our sample would be inclined to intervene 
when witnessing sexual violence during their watch, with the 
majority of those having observed an actual incident following up 
on this intent by taking action. Still, some did not intervene.

In line with previous studies (Banyard et al., 2007; Jouriles 
et al., 2018) attitude was found to be an important and changeable 
determinant in bystander intervention. In our study, the 
experiential attitude in terms of belief expectation and 
instrumental attitude in terms of belief evaluation are put forward 
as promising determinants to focus on in the development of 
coach-bystander interventions. The same applies for perceived 
norms, which has been pointed out in the literature as an 
important determinant (e.g., Brown and Messman-Moore, 2010; 
McMahon, 2015; Santacrose et al., 2020), and was also confirmed 
in our results.

Of perceived behavioral control (i.e., perception of their 
capacity and autonomy on their behavior), subskill presence, played 
only a role in two target behaviors regarding taking action: setting 
firm boundaries and reporting to the safeguarding officer. Although 
various studies on topics ranging from child maltreatment to sexual 
violence show that higher levels of confidence are related to a 
greater willingness to offer help (e.g., Mudde et al., 2007; Moynihan 
and Banyard, 2008), our study does not confirm this. Perceived 

TABLE 4 Target behavior 3: the coach intervenes in a case of a situation of sexual violence.

Determinants Subdeterminants PΔ Correlation (r) Means (SD)

Experiential attitude belief expectation Feels determined when intervening 0.15 0.66 0.65 (0.25)

Experiential attitude belief expectation Feels comfortable intervening 0.14 0.55 0.54 (0.28)

Subskill presence Feels confident in his/her ability to intervene 0.14 0.65 0.68 (0.25)

Instrumental attitude belief evaluation Believes intervening to be important 0.09 0.63 0.78 (0.22)

Perceived referent behavior Believes fellow trainers would also intervene 0.07 0.41 0.61 (0.23)

Subskill presence He/she is able to explain what went wrong and what appropriate 

behavior is

0.05 0.51 0.79 (0.22)

Perceived referent behavior Believes others would also intervene 0.05 0.34 0.61 (0.24)

Perceived referent approval Thinks important others would approve of his/her intervening 0.03 0.43 0.83 (16)

Perceived referent approval Thinks fellow trainers would approve of his/her intervening 0.03 0.34 0.77 (0.17)

Identification with referent Likes to be like fellow coaches regarding intervening 0.02 0.21 0.56 (0.29)

Motivation to comply Likes to act the way fellow coaches would want him/her to act 0.02 0.19 0.50 (0.28)

Presence condition Thinks the club probably has a code of conduct 0.02 0.25 0.74 (0.29)

Power of condition The decision to intervene is entirely up to him/her 0.02 0.34 0.87 (0.17)

Perceived referent approval Thinks the club board would approve of his/her intervening 0.01 0.29 0.83 (0.16)

Experiential attitude belief evaluation Thinks having a sense of determination is important 0.01 0.18 0.68 (0.22)

Instrumental attitude belief expectation Thinks intervening will help improve the situation 0.01 0.18 0.72 (0.17)

Motivation to comply Likes to act the way the club board would want him/her to act 0.01 0.14 0.57 (0.27)

Importance subskill Thinks the ability to explain what was wrong and what 

appropriate behavior is very important

0.01 0.18 0.82 (0.20)

Power of condition Thinks there needs to be a code of conduct explaining when to 

intervene

0.01 0.14 0.78 (0.23)

Experiential attitude belief evaluation Thinks feeling comfortable to intervene is important 0.00 0.02 0.60 (0.25)

All subdeterminants were recoded to a 0–1 scale.
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behavioral control proved the least relevant attribute to target and 
therefor this determinant is not considered to as a key element to 
target when developing a coach-bystander intervention.

Like Witte et al. (2017), who observed that many bystanders 
who had intervened in a violent situation reported their actions 
had made them feel positive, proud and empowered (with far 
fewer reporting negative sentiments), we found in our study that 
all but one of the items gauging the participants’ expectations 
about their behaviors, and most specifically their experiential 
attitude on belief expectations (i.e., affective consequences), were 
selected and thus core targets for a prevention program. We wish 
to note that the subdeterminant “As a coach I feel comfortable being 
vigilant for signs of sexual abuse,” not approached the threshold 
score (0.05) but may still be relevant as an intervention target.

Of perceived referent behavior, the second most relevant 
factor we identified, only the (sub-)determinants of the target 
behavior on being vigilant were not relevant. All other items (e.g., 
“Most people like me will set boundaries in case of sexual violence” 
and “Most people like me would intervene in a situation of sexual 
violence”) appeared important for fostering positive bystander 
behavior. Levine et al. (2019) earlier highlighted the importance 
of utilizing shared group membership through which intervening 
becomes the ‘social’ norm among peers when threatening or 
violent events are being witnessed. A sexual-violence prevention 
program for coaches of local sport clubs should then focus on this 
sense of group membership and prevailing (pro)active 
peer behavior.

Looking at instrumental attitude, we found belief evaluation 
(i.e., how one rates the value of a particular behavior; Fishbein and 
Ajzen, 2010) to be relevant for all four target behaviors—and the 
only determinant that was significant for vigilance (target behavior 
1). This latter would suggest that a prevention program should 
also be aimed at reinforcing coaches’ willingness to be watchful for 
(signs of) sexual violence.

Perceived referent approval (i.e., appreciation by relevant 
referents) was the last most important determinant found in our 
study, and was relevant for all subdeterminants of all three target 
behaviors, except for vigilance. Negative social group norms can 
hamper one’s intention to intervene as a bystander, which refers to 
the approval of others. In the context of sport this mainly refers to 
fellow-coaches and club managers. Based on our findings, not all 
coaches in this sample can count on the approval of their fellow 
trainers and managers when intervening in case of an incident of 
sexual violence.

Summing up, our study shows that the coaches in Flanders that 
responded to our survey already show high levels of intention to 
engage in the desired positive bystander behaviors we evaluated but 
that there is room for improvement. Our results will aid the 
development of a well-founded sexual violence prevention program 
for youth sport coaches. Methods and applications to effectuate 
positive attitudes (experiential attitude in terms of belief expectation 
and instrumental attitude in terms of belief evaluation) and positive 
perceived norms (perceived referent behavior and perceived referent 
approval) will be key in the development of effective intervention 

TABLE 5 Target behavior 4: the coach reports the incident to the safeguarding officer.

Determinants Subdeterminants PΔ Correlation (r) Means (SD)

Instrumental attitude belief evaluation Believes reporting is very important 0.18 0.80 0.72 (0.27)

Perceived referent behavior Believes others would also report 0.12 0.52 0.58 (0.24)

Perceived referent behavior Believes fellow coaches would also report 0.10 0.49 0.57 (0.25)

Experiential attitude belief expectation Feels comfortable about reporting 0.09 0.47 0.60 (0.27)

Subskill presence Feels confident that he/she would report 0.08 0.53 0.72 (0.24)

Experiential attitude belief expectation Feels loyal to fellow trainers when reporting 0.06 0.36 0.54 (0.21)

Perceived referent approval Thinks important others would approve of his/her reporting 0.05 0.53 0.82 (0.17)

Instrumental attitude belief expectation Thinks reporting will improve the situation 0.05 0.43 0.73 (0.18)

Perceived referent approval Thinks fellow coaches would approve of his/her reporting 0.05 0.44 0.77 (0.18)

Identification with referent Likes to be like fellow trainers when it comes to reporting 0.03 0.27 0.56 (0.28)

Motivation to comply Likes to act the way fellow coaches would want him/her to act 0.03 0.25 0.51 (0.28)

Motivation to comply Likes to act the way the club board want him/her to act 0.03 0.26 0.57 (0.27)

Perceived referent approval Thinks the club board would approve of his/her reporting 0.03 0.41 0.83 (0.16)

Subskill presence He/she is able to report any situation discreetly 0.02 0.37 0.86 (0.18)

Power of condition Deciding to report is own decision 0.01 0.30 0.87 (0.17)

Instrumental attitude belief evaluation Believes improving the situation is important 0.01 0.28 0.84 (0.19)

Presence condition Thinks it is important to have a safeguarding officer to facilitate 

reporting

0.01 0.20 0.78 (0.23)

Power of condition The presence of a safeguarding officer facilitates reporting 0.01 0.15 0.76 (0.32)

Experiential attitude belief evaluation 

Importance subskill

Thinks maintaining a sense of loyalty is important

Feels being discreet when reporting is crucial

0.00

0.00

0.09

0.06

0.59 (0.26)

0.83 (0.20)

All subdeterminants were recoded to a 0–1 scale.
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programs. Finally, although determining features of target behaviors 
can differ per population, region, and over time, the patterns 
we identified in the youth sport context may still prove useful for 
prevention professionals in other settings who lack the means to 
conduct determinant studies themselves (Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010).

Limitations and future research

Several limitations warrant mentioning. Essentially, our study 
is restricted to active coaches and their role in preventing sexual 
violence in (youth) sports. Their views, reflected in these findings, 
do not necessarily apply to other members of the sport community 
that are also crucial stakeholders in the prevention of sexual 
violence. Secondly, while sexual violence appears to be correlated 
with other types of interpersonal violence toward child athletes 
(Vertommen et al., 2016b), this study is limited to sexual violence 
only. It is possible that influential determinants of bystander 
behavior in case of physical or psychological violence are different. 
The same applies for technology facilitated violence, for which the 
bystander behavioral determinants could be different. Thirdly, our 
questionnaire did not specifically focus on vulnerable athletes 
(e.g., sport participants with disabilities or those who identify as 
LGBTQI+). In order to gain specific information about coach 
bystander behaviors and determinants in case of those other forms 
of interpersonal violence, or in those specific target groups, 
additional research is required.

This study uses a self-selection convenience sample and 
touches on a sensitive topic. When interpreting the results, one 
should keep in mind the ‘sampling bias.’ It is possible that the 
current sample do not reflect the average target population (i.e., 
coaches in Flanders), as it is likely that only those coaches already 
convinced for the need for safeguarding and taking an interest in 
the prevention of sexual violence chose to complete our 
questionnaire (Lavrakas, 2008), which might then also explain 
why the intention for all targeted bystander behaviors was high. 
Arguably, our recruitment procedure may have excluded coaches 
with lower interest and less positive intentions.

The majority of participants reported not to have witnessed 
any incidents within the last 12 months. Since we  used two 
hypothetical instances of sexual violence to explore coach-
bystander behaviors, it is feasible that they never did, but it is 
also possible they did not report noteworthy events because they 
did not identify them as harmful. Speculatively, some coaches 
may even have seen signs or incidents but were reluctant to 
report this because they had failed to take action and, in 
hindsight, felt embarrassed. It is also likely that participants were 
reluctant to report these experiences because of social desirability 
(King, 2022).

Either way, their responses may not necessarily reflect true 
intentions or behaviors. As alluded to above, the COVID-19 
measures may also have limited observations of harmful incidents. 
Since verification of actual behaviors poses marked problems, 
we need to rely on assessments of intentions to exhibit the desired 

(pro)active bystander behaviors, where intentions need not reflect 
actual behavior when this is called for.

In our analysis, we opted for CIBER since it has the advantage 
of combining the measures of room for improvement and 
association strengths. However, the quality of the output depends 
on the quality of the operationalizations, in our case the selection 
and formulation of the (sub-)determinants (Crutzen et al., 2017). 
Our survey is based on the RAA and in this phase, although it is 
one of the most widely utilized theories in the field of health 
promotion and behavior change, other models (e.g., social 
cognitive theory, social ecological model) may add to our findings 
and help further explain or identify more determining features of 
positive bystander behaviors. The cultural and organizational 
context of sport can be an important aspect to illuminate. For 
example, the ‘winning at all costs’ mentality and the hierarchical 
nature of the relationships that is present in sport, are part of this 
environment (Roberts et al., 2020). These environmental aspects 
may have additional implications when developing a coach-
bystander intervention.

We feel that our survey analysis has yielded interesting leads 
for the development of an intervention for coaches aimed at 
preventing sexual violence in youth sport and, bearing in mind 
that the patterns we  observed may differ, they may inform 
prevention strategies for other types of violence and in other 
contexts. We do recommend conducting a dedicated determinant 
study when the necessary resources are available. The focus of 
this research should then be on identifying bystander behavior 
in, among other areas of abuse (including technology facilitated 
violence), psychological or physical violence, and include all 
bystanders in the given setting. If we can develop programs to 
educate and train all actors in  local or national sports, i.e., 
besides coaches the athletes themselves, their parents or 
partners, and club managers, and if we  manage to procure 
endorsement by (inter)national umbrella organizations, we will 
be  far better able to ensure that sports can be practiced in a 
safe environment.

Conclusion

The CIBER approach in combination with the potential 
change index was applied to gain a better understanding of the 
predictors of positive coach-bystander behavior with respect to 
sexual violence and to subsequently select the determinants in 
order to develop a coach-bystander intervention. The results 
showed that for the prevention of sexual violence in sport, coach-
bystander interventions should target specific (sub-)determinants 
of their attitude toward and perceived norms of the desired (pro)
active behaviors. The aims of such interventions should focus in 
the first place to increase the positive affective consequences 
coaches’ experience when engaging in the target behaviors. When 
intervening in situation of sexual violence coaches must feel 
comfortable and determined in order to act as a prosocial 
bystander. Secondly, the sense of group membership among 
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coaches and manager in the sport club needs to be reinforced. 
Intervening in case of an incident of sexual violence needs to 
be the social norm in the sport club. And lastly, the focus should 
lay on the evaluation of the value of the specific target behaviors. 
When intervening becomes the social norm, fellow-coaches and 
managers will give their approval when a coach intervenes in case 
of an incident of sexual violence. Although determining factors 
may vary for different types of abuse and sport settings, the 
outcomes presented can also inform other violence-in-sport 
prevention campaigns.

Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will 
be made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

Ethics statement

The studies involving human participants were reviewed and 
approved by Thomas More University Ethics Committee (G-2020 
12 2035). The patients/participants provided their written 
informed consent to participate in this study.

Author contributions

HV was involved in the conceptualization, funding 
acquisition, investigation, and methodology and wrote the 
original and final draft of the manuscript. TV was involved in 
the conceptualization, funding acquisition, investigation, 
methodology, and project administration and contributed to the 
revision of the original draft of the manuscript. G-JP was 

involved in the conceptualization, investigation, and 
methodology and contributed to the revision of the original 
draft of the manuscript. All authors contributed to the article 
and approved the submitted version.

Funding

This project received internal funding from Thomas More 
Research (M-OHC-190086).

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the 
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could 
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the 
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated 
organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the 
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or 
claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or 
endorsed by the publisher.

Supplementary materials

The Supplementary Materials for this article can be found online 
at: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.862220/
full#supplementary-material

References
Ajzen, I. (1991). The theory of planned behavior. Organ. Behav. Hum. Decis. 

Process. 50, 179–211. doi: 10.1016/0749-5978(91)90020-T

Banyard, V. L. (2008). Measurement and correlates of prosocial bystander 
behavior: The case of interpersonal violence. Violence Vict. 23, 83–97. doi: 
10.1891/0886-6708.23.1.83

Banyard, V. L. (2011). Who will help prevent sexual violence: creating an ecological 
model of bystander intervention. Psychol. Violence 1, 216–229. doi: 10.1037/a0023739

Banyard, V. L. (2015). Toward the Next Generation of Bystander Prevention of 
Sexual and Relationship Violence. Durham: Springer International Publishing.

Banyard, V. L., Mitchell, K. J., Waterman, E. A., Rizzo, A. J., and Edwards, K. M. 
(2020). Context matters: reactive and proactive bystander action to prevent sexual 
and dating violence in high schools. J. Sch. Violence 19, 499–511. doi: 
10.1080/15388220.2020.1752221

Banyard, V. L., Moynihan, M. M., and Plante, E. G. (2007). Sexual violence 
prevention through bystander education: an experimental evaluation. J. Community 
Psychol. 35, 463–481. doi: 10.1002/jcop.20159

Banyard, V. L., Plante, E. G., and Moynihan, M. M. (2004). Bystander education: 
bringing a broader community perspective to sexual violence prevention. J. 
Community Psychol. 32, 61–79. doi: 10.1002/jcop.10078

Bartholomew, L. K., Markham, C. M., Ruiter, R. A. C., Fernandez, M. E., Kok, G., 
and Parcel, G. S. (2006). Planning Health Promotion Programs: An Intervention 
Mapping Approach. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Bjørnseth, I., and Szabo, A. (2018). Sexual violence against children in sports and 
exercise: a systematic literature review. J. Child Sex. Abus. 27, 365–385. doi: 
10.1080/10538712.2018.1477222

Brown, A. L., and Messman-Moore, T. L. (2010). Personal and perceived peer 
attitudes supporting sexual aggression as predictors of male college students’ 
willingness to intervene against sexual aggression. J. Interpers. Violence 25, 503–517. 
doi: 10.1177/0886260509334400

Cense, M., and Brackenridge, C. (2001). Temporal and developmental risk factors 
for sexual harassment and abuse in sport. Eur. Phy. Educ. Rev. 7, 61–79. doi: 
10.1177/1356336X010071006

Cohen, P., Cohen, J., Aiken, L. S., and West, S. G. (1999). The problem of units and 
the circumstance for POMP. Multivar. Behav. Res. 34, 315–346. doi: 10.1207/
S15327906MBR3403_2

Crutzen, R., and Peters, G.-J. Y. (2021). The regression trap: why regression 
analyses are not suitable For selecting determinants to target In behavior change 
interventions. PsyArXiv [preprint]. doi: 10.31234/osf.io/jsfz9

Crutzen, R., and Peters, G.-J. Y. (2022). A lean method for selecting determinants 
when developing behavior change interventions. PsyArXiv [preprint].

Crutzen, R., Peters, G.-J. Y., and Noijen, J. (2017). Using confidence interval-
based estimation of relevance to select social-cognitive determinants for 
behavior change interventions. Front. Public Health 5:165. doi: 10.3389/
fpubh.2017.00165

206

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.862220
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.862220/full#supplementary-material
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.862220/full#supplementary-material
https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-5978(91)90020-T
https://doi.org/10.1891/0886-6708.23.1.83
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0023739
https://doi.org/10.1080/15388220.2020.1752221
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.20159
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.10078
https://doi.org/10.1080/10538712.2018.1477222
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260509334400
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336X010071006
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327906MBR3403_2
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327906MBR3403_2
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/jsfz9
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2017.00165
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2017.00165


Verhelle et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.862220

Frontiers in Psychology 14 frontiersin.org

Fenton, R. A., and Mott, H. L. (2018). Evaluation of the intervention initiative: A 
bystander intervention program to prevent violence against women in universities. 
Violence Vict. 33, 645–662. doi: 10.1891/0886-6708.VV-D-16-00074

Ferrans, S., Selman, R. L., and Feigenberg, L. F. (2012). Rules of the culture and 
personal needs: witnesses’ decision-making processes to deal with situations of 
bullying in middle school. Harvard Educ. Rev. 82, 445–470. doi: 10.17763/
haer.82.4.4u5v1n8q67332v03

Fishbein, M., and Ajzen, I. (1975). Belief, Attitude, Intention and Behaviour: 
An Introduction to Theory and Research. Massachusetts: Addison-Wesley 
Publishing Company.

Fishbein, M., and Ajzen, I. (2010). Predicting and Changing Behavior: The 
Reasoned Action Approach. New York: Taylor & Francis.

Gehlbach, H., and Brinkworth, M. E. (2011). Measure twice, cut down error: A 
process for enhancing the validity of survey scales. Rev. Gen. Psychol. 15, 380–387. 
doi: 10.1037/a0025704

Hartill, M. J., Rulofs, B., Lang, M., Vertommen, T., Allroggen, M., Cirera, E., et al. 
(2021). CASES: General Report. The prevalence and characteristics of interpersonal 
violence against children (IVAC) inside and outside sport in six European countries. 
Edge Hill University. Available at: https://figshare.edgehill.ac.uk/articles/report/
CASES_General_Report_The_prevalence_and_characteristics_of_interpersonal_
violence_against_children_IVAC_inside_and_outside_sport_in_six_European_
countries/17086616/1

Jouriles, E. N., Krauss, A., Vu, N. L., Banyard, V. L., and McDonald, R. (2018). 
Bystander programs addressing sexual violence on college campuses: a systematic 
review and meta-analysis of program outcomes and delivery methods. J. Am. Coll. 
Health 66, 457–466. doi: 10.1080/07448481.2018.1431906

Katz, J., and Moore, J. (2013). Bystander education training for campus sexual 
assault prevention: an initial Meta-analysis. Violence Vict. 28, 1054–1067. doi: 
10.1891/0886-6708.VV-D-12-00113

Kettrey, H. H., and Marx, R. A. (2019). The effects of bystander programs on the 
prevention of sexual assault across the college years: a systematic review and Meta-
analysis. J. Youth Adolesc. 48, 212–227. doi: 10.1007/s10964-018-0927-1

Kettrey, H. H., Marx, R. A., and Tanner-Smith, E. E. (2019). Effects of bystander 
programs on the prevention of sexual assault among adolescents and college 
students: A systematic review. Campbell Syst. Rev. 15, 1–40. doi: 10.4073/csr.2019.1

King, B. M. (2022). The influence of social desirability on sexual behavior surveys: 
a review. Arch. Sex. Behav. 51, 1495–1501. doi: 10.1007/s10508-021-02197-0

Knittle, K., and Peters, G.-J. (2019). Potential for change (PΔ): new metrics for 
tailoring and predicting response to behavior change interventions. [PowerPoint 
slides]. doi: 10.17605/OSF.IO/25EWR

Koontz, J. S., Mountjoy, M., Abbott, K. E., Aron, C. M., Basile, K. C., 
Carlson, C. T., et al. (2021). Sexual violence in sport: American medical Society 
for Sports Medicine Position Statement. Br. J. Sports Med. 55, 132–134. doi: 
10.1136/bjsports-2020-102226

Lavrakas, P. (2008). Encyclopedia of Survey Research Methods. California: Sage 
Publications, Inc.

Levine, M., Philpot, R., and Kovalenko, A. G. (2019). Rethinking the bystander 
effect in violence reduction training programs. Soc. Issues Policy Rev. 14, 273–296. 
doi: 10.1111/sipr.12063

McMahon, S. (2015). Call for research on bystander intervention to prevent sexual 
violence: The role of campus environments. Am. J. Community Psychol. 55, 472–489. 
doi: 10.1007/s10464-015-9724-0

McMahon, S., and Banyard, V. L. (2012). When can I  help? A conceptual 
framework for the prevention of sexual violence through bystander intervention. 
Trauma Violence Abuse 13, 3–14. doi: 10.1177/1524838011426015

Miller, E., McCauley, H., Virata, M. C., Tancredi, D. J., Decker, M., Moideen, F., 
et al. (2012). Female adolescent athletes’ perspectives on a genderbased violence 

prevention program. J. Adolesc. Health 50:S82. doi: 10.1016/j.jadohealth.2011. 
10.217

Mountjoy, M., Brackenridge, C., Arrington, M., Blauwet, C., Carska-Sheppard, A., 
Fasting, K., et al. (2016). International Olympic Committee consensus statement: 
harassment and abuse (non-accidental violence) in sport. Br. J. Sports Med. 50, 
1019–1029. doi: 10.1136/bjsports-2016-096121

Moynihan, M. M., and Banyard, V. L. (2008). Community responsibility for 
preventing sexual violence: A pilot study with campus Greeks and 
intercollegiate athletes. J. Prev. Interv. Community 36, 23–38. doi: 10.1080/ 
10852350802022274

Mudde, A. N., Hoefnagels, C. J., Van Wijnen, L. G. C., and Kremers, S. P. J. (2007). 
Bystanding an abused child: testing the applicability of the stages of change 
construct. Health Educ. Res. 22, 128–138. doi: 10.1093/her/cyl056

Palm Reed, K. M., Hines, D. A., Armstrong, J. L., and Cameron, A. Y. (2015). 
Experimental evaluation of a bystander prevention program for sexual assault and 
dating violence. Psychol. Violence 5, 95–102. doi: 10.1037/a0037557

Peters, G.-J. Y., and Crutzen, R. (2018). Establishing determinant relevance using 
CIBER: an introduction and tutorial. PsyArXiv [preprint]. doi: 10.31234/osf.
io/5wjy4

Pozzoli, T., Gini, G., and Vieno, A. (2012). The role of individual correlates and 
class norms in defending and passive bystanding behavior in bullying: a multilevel 
analysis. Child Dev. 83, 1917–1931. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8624.2012.01831.x

Roberts, V., Sojo, V., and Grant, F. (2020). Organisational factors and non-
accidental violence in sport: a systematic review. Sport Manag. Rev. 23, 8–27. doi: 
10.1016/j.smr.2019.03.001

Rothman, E. F., Edwards, K. M., Rizzo, A. J., Kearns, M., and Banyard, V. L. (2019). 
Perceptions of community norms and youths’ reactive and proactive dating and 
sexual violence bystander action. Am. J. Community Psychol. 63:134, 122. doi: 
10.1002/ajcp.12312

Santacrose, L. B., Laurita, A. C., and Marchell, T. C. (2020). Intervene: modeling 
pro-social bystander behavior in college students through online video. Health 
Commun. 35, 397–409. doi: 10.1080/10410236.2018.1564956

Spaaij, R., and Schaillée, H. (2019). Unsanctioned aggression and violence in 
amateur sport: A multidisciplinary synthesis. Aggress. Violent Behav. 44, 36–46. doi: 
10.1016/j.avb.2018.11.007

Van Haastrecht, P., Van Berlo, W., Frans, E., Janssens, K., Vink, R., and Hoing, M. 
(2017). Flag system: introduction of the popular system into various contexts. J. Sex. 
Med. 14:e294. doi: 10.1016/j.jsxm.2017.04.693

Vertommen, T., Demarbaix, S., Kampen, J., and Van Hal, G. (2021). CASES: 
National Report. The prevalence and characteristics of interpersonal violence 
against children inside and outside sport in Belgium. Antwerpen: University 
of Antwerpen.

Vertommen, T., Laureys, M., Stockman, D., Verhelle, H., and Aga, N. (2019). “Jij 
kan de absolute top bereiken, maar alleen als je me vertrouwt”. Plegerkenmerken 
van seksueel kindermisbruik in de sport vanuit slachtofferperspectief. Panopticon 
40, 254–272.

Vertommen, T., Schipper-van Veldhoven, N., Wouters, K., Kampen, J. K., 
Brackenridge, C. H., Rhind, D. J. A., et al. (2016a). Interpersonal violence against 
children in sport in the Netherlands and Belgium. Child Abuse Negl. 51, 223–236. 
doi: 10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.10.006

Vertommen, T., Toftegaard-Stoeckel, J., Vandevivere, L., Van Den Eede, F., and De 
Martelaer, K. (2016b). A green flag for the flag system? Towards a child protection 
policy in Flemish sport. Int. J. Sport Policy Polit. 8, 15–31. doi: 
10.1080/19406940.2014.947305

Witte, T. H., Casper, D. M., Hackman, C. L., and Mulla, M. M. (2017). Bystander 
interventions for sexual assault and dating violence on college campuses: are 
we  putting bystanders in harm’s way? J. Am. Coll. Health 65, 149–157. doi: 
10.1080/07448481.2016.1264407

207

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.862220
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1891/0886-6708.VV-D-16-00074
https://doi.org/10.17763/haer.82.4.4u5v1n8q67332v03
https://doi.org/10.17763/haer.82.4.4u5v1n8q67332v03
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0025704
https://figshare.edgehill.ac.uk/articles/report/CASES_General_Report_The_prevalence_and_characteristics_of_interpersonal_violence_against_children_IVAC_inside_and_outside_sport_in_six_European_countries/17086616/1
https://figshare.edgehill.ac.uk/articles/report/CASES_General_Report_The_prevalence_and_characteristics_of_interpersonal_violence_against_children_IVAC_inside_and_outside_sport_in_six_European_countries/17086616/1
https://figshare.edgehill.ac.uk/articles/report/CASES_General_Report_The_prevalence_and_characteristics_of_interpersonal_violence_against_children_IVAC_inside_and_outside_sport_in_six_European_countries/17086616/1
https://figshare.edgehill.ac.uk/articles/report/CASES_General_Report_The_prevalence_and_characteristics_of_interpersonal_violence_against_children_IVAC_inside_and_outside_sport_in_six_European_countries/17086616/1
https://doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2018.1431906
https://doi.org/10.1891/0886-6708.VV-D-12-00113
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-018-0927-1
https://doi.org/10.4073/csr.2019.1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-021-02197-0
https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/25EWR
https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2020-102226
https://doi.org/10.1111/sipr.12063
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-015-9724-0
https://doi.org/10.1177/1524838011426015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2011.10.217
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2011.10.217
https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2016-096121
https://doi.org/10.1080/10852350802022274
https://doi.org/10.1080/10852350802022274
https://doi.org/10.1093/her/cyl056
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0037557
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/5wjy4
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/5wjy4
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2012.01831.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2019.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajcp.12312
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2018.1564956
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2018.11.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsxm.2017.04.693
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.10.006
https://doi.org/10.1080/19406940.2014.947305
https://doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2016.1264407


Frontiers in Psychology 01 frontiersin.org

The journey to reporting child 
protection violations in sport: 
Stakeholder perspectives
Yetsa A. Tuakli-Wosornu 1,2*, Sandi L. Kirby 3, Anne Tivas 4 and 
Daniel Rhind 5

1 Department of Social and Behavioral Sciences, Yale School of Public Health, New Haven, CT, 
United States, 2 Department of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation, University of Pittsburgh School 
of Medicine, Pittsburgh, PA, United States, 3 Department of Sociology, University of Winnipeg, 
Winnipeg, MB, Canada, 4 Safe Sport International, London, United Kingdom, 5 School of Sport, 
Exercise, and Health Sciences, Loughborough University, Loughborough, United Kingdom

Sport is a context within which human and children’s rights should 

be respected, promoted, and protected. Yet, research and high-profile cases 

demonstrate that this is not always the case. To understand the existence 

(or not) of reporting mechanisms for child protection violations in sport, as 

well as how existing reporting and response systems operate, the authors, 

with the support of the Centre for Sport and Human Rights, conducted 

research on current abuse disclosure and reporting pathways in sport. The 

purpose was two-fold: to describe global child protection systems and 

reporting mechanisms, and to identify major areas of stakeholder concern, in 

terms of effective case resolution, healing, and children’s experiences along 

reporting pathways in sport. Two sources of evidence were tapped. First, a 

rapid evidence assessment consisting of a literature review and an exploratory 

survey with 112 global stakeholders was conducted. Second, focus group 

interviews informed by the evidence assessment were held with nine athletes 

with lived experiences of abuse in youth sport and 13 global human and 

children’s rights experts primarily working outside of sport. Through this 

emergent research, a ‘pathway’ or ‘journey’ to incident reporting in sport 

was developed, summarized as 5 ‘Rs’: Readiness, Recognition, disclosure 

and Reporting, Response, and Remedy, which are similar but not identical 

to existing trauma frameworks. Each stage of the reporting journey appears 

to be  influenced by a range of contextual, organizational, relational, and 

individual factors. All told, the disclosure of child protection violations in sport 

is a complex and dynamic process where myriad factors interact to influence 

outcomes, including healing. Key recommendations include: (a) establishing 

a global Safety Net Environment in sport practice with varying applications 

from region to region, (b) building bridges with specific partner organizations 

to enhance child protection and safeguarding work in sport and (c) bringing 

safeguarding to unregulated sporting environments.
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Introduction

Often positioned as an antidote to inter- and intrapersonal 
distress, sport is increasingly recognized as a context that can 
contain interpersonal violence.1 This and other human and 
children’s rights violations have been evidenced by powerful 
testimonies, growing research evidence, case analyses and 
international inquiries emerging from diverse sport contexts 
(Lang and Hartill, 2014; Kaufman et al., 2022). Concern regarding 
such violations has been exacerbated by the global pandemic 
which has had wide-ranging implications for the protection and 
promotion of human rights in, around, and through sport (Rozga 
et  al., 2020). As a result, it is critical that a comprehensive 
understanding of how, when, where, and why interpersonal 
violence against children in sport can be reported. To facilitate a 
joined-up approach to understanding violence, rights, and sport, 
and in the context of “firmly establishing the relationship between 
child rights and playing sport, and sport and the protection and 
fulfilment of rights” (Rozga et  al., 2020), this study addresses 
barriers to and facilitators of reporting child protection violations 
in sport.

Of note, sexual violence is the type most talked about in 
historical literature from the sports sector. Therefore, our 
discussion gravitates slightly toward sexual violence but is not 
intended to exclude other forms. Additionally in this paper, 
we place emphasis on children and young people. That is because 
the foundational work in this space focuses exclusively on this 
group (David, 1998, 2004). We do however acknowledge that in 
sport, and with regards to human rights, strict distinctions 
between children and adults is somewhat artificial, since human 
rights apply to all, and “age boundaries are irrelevant in a field of 
activity like sport where elite performers might be in their low 
teens and beginners as old as 80 (Brackenridge in Lang and 
Hartill, 2014).”

1 Here, we use the World Report on Violence and Health’s definition of 

violence: ‘The intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or 

actual, against oneself, another person, or against a group or community, 

that either results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, 

psychological harm, maldevelopment, or deprivation.’ Sport can also 

be home to self-directed violence (i.e., violence against oneself), but in 

the present report, we see self-directed violence as a consequence of 

interpersonal violence and so focus on interpersonal. For more context, 

the World Report on Violence and Health focused on topics including 

child abuse and neglect, youth violence and sexual violence. Health and 

social impacts were discussed along with risks factors, protective factors, 

and prevention initiatives. There was a great expansion of research on 

violence and health afterwards, one of which, is a clearing house of 

information that might be a useful network for researchers on violence 

and sport: Violence Info. This is an update of the World Health Organization 

Violence Prevention Information System, an interactive knowledge platform 

of scientific findings on violence (Krug et al., 2002).

Contextualizing child abuse in sport

Much global progress has been made in the area of violence 
prevention in youth sport (David, 2004). Outside the sports sector, 
literature concerning violence prevention and other human rights 
protections for children has matured, particularly considering key 
developments such as the United Nations’ Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1989); the 2006 study on Global 
Violence Against Children (Pinheiro, 2006); and the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) mandate of building peace through international 
cooperation, which covers child development and the creation of 
safe and respectful environments in which to live and play.

What is clear from the mainstream child protection literature 
is that children at various stages of emotional, physical, and 
cognitive development, find it extremely difficult to recognize, talk 
about, and report their experiences of interpersonal violence. Safe 
Sport International (SSI), with which all authors affiliate, works 
from the premise that it is adults’ responsibility to create safe 
sports environments, identify indicators that a child may 
be experiencing abuse and report these. Adults who work in sport 
also need to raise children’s awareness of their rights in 
developmentally appropriate ways and provide them with 
information about who they can turn to if they have worries 
(Brackenridge et al., 2010; Lang and Hartill, 2014). In this way, 
child protection is sports’ responsibility, not childrens’.

Despite the benefits of co-production in developing effective 
sport practices (Smith et al., 2022), SSI’s founding members have 
observed over the past 20 years that children are rarely involved as 
key stakeholders in sport organizations’ safeguarding work. This 
is slowly changing (Lang, 2022), but from our considerable 
experience, sport appears slow to hear children’s voices and may 
lack confidence in doing so.

David’s (1998) Children’s Rights and Sport report, and his 2004 
Human Rights in Youth Sport manuscript were initial bridging 
points between human rights and youth sport. These worlds came 
even closer together when in 2006, the United Nations’ Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF) Innocenti Centre invited sport researchers, 
policy makers and practitioners led by Professors Celia 
Brackenridge and Kari Fasting for a consultation on violence 
against children in sport. This led to the subsequent UNICEF 
Review of Violence against Children in Sport (Brackenridge et al., 
2010). In 2014, the International Safeguards for Children in Sport 
initiative was launched in Johannesburg South Africa, providing 
eight general guiding principles for organizations who work with 
children (Rhind and Owusu-Sekyere, 2017; Rhind and Owusu-
Sekyere, 2020). A number of these recommendations emphasized 
the contextual, organizational, and cultural drivers of abuse in 
youth sport.

The International Olympic Committee (IOC) invited a similar 
group to the earlier UNICEF gathering, to deliver a Consensus 
Statement on Sexual Harassment and Abuse in Sport in 2006. 
Second and third versions were produced in 2007 and 2016, the 
latter citation based on considerably more research, focused on all 
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forms of interpersonal violence, and was explicitly attentive to 
special populations: children competing at elite levels, Para 
athletes, and LGTQ athletes (Mountjoy et al., 2016). All told, work 
from 1998 onwards has underlined that successful cooperation 
across mandates is clearly the path forward in raising awareness 
about abuse prevention in youth sport.

Sport has not yet developed a coherent global child protection, 
reporting, and response framework or system, which could 
potentially help promote, coordinate, and monitor sport 
safeguarding concerns in a similar way that the World Anti-
Doping Agency addresses athlete doping. There is no evidence to 
confirm that such an approach would be effective or ideal (Tuakli-
Wosornu et al., 2021a), but it could help raise global safeguarding 
awareness. National surveys related to grievance reporting 
mechanisms have been conducted among athletes in Canada 
(Kirby and Greaves, 1996; Kirby et al., 2000; Parent et al., 2016; 
Kerr et al., 2019; Parent and Vaillancourt-Morel, 2020); Germany 
(Stadler et al., 2012; Ohlert et al., 2018); Norway (Fasting et al., 
2004); the United  Kingdom (Alexander et  al., 2011), Zambia 
(Fasting et al., 2015) and Netherlands and Belgium (Vertommen 
et al., 2016). The global South (Africa, South America, Asia) is not 
well-represented in such analyses. No comprehensive data yet 
exists on the types of abuse reporting mechanisms that are in place 
nor how effective they are in youth sport.

Reporting issues for adults who observed 
abuse or were abused as children

Research by Guiora (2020) has highlighted the institutional 
complicity and betrayal young athletes experience when 
bystanders/enablers do not report abuse even when the adults in 
question (athletes, coaches, parents, and other stakeholders) are 
direct witnesses to it or informed directly about it. For some 
athletes, even more traumatizing than the abuse itself was the fact 
that adults or authority figures clearly knew about their abuse as 
children and either did nothing or actively sent young athletes 
toward abusers. The 2021 Project CARE report demonstrated how 
devasting adult inaction in response to abuse disclosures from 
children can be: “I told my coach about it (sexual harassment), 
nothing was done. You know, the Federation knew about this guy 
doing things, and nothing was done. So the story of my career was, 
nothing was done to correct for the injustices like this (Rhind 
et al., 2021).” Vertommen and her team in 2019 showed that even 
indirect signs of child abuse in sport are often not acted upon. 
Most of the extant data on adults in sport deciding not to report 
child abuse emerge from institutional or academic abuse inquiries 
such as national independent inquiries into sexual abuse in sport 
(Kerr et  al., 2019; Rhind et  al., 2021; Sheldon, 2021), and 
emphasize the toxic culture of silence that is cultivated in youth 
sport when direct abuse disclosures and indirect signs of abuse 
are ignored.

Additional insights and theories as to why adults (athletes, 
coaches, teammates, and other stakeholders) may not report 

concerns and/or may perceive barriers to reporting concerns 
about abuse in youth sport settings have been put forward. The 
perception that children are vulnerable and incompetent (Lang, 
2022), as well as failure to appropriately identity harmful behavior, 
low self-efficacy for reporting, steep coercive power imbalances, 
and strict social hierarchies have been identified as factors that 
promote inaction/non-reporting (Vertommen et al., 2019; 
Verhelle et al., 2022). In a recent study out of Zambia (Solstadt, 
2019), lack of social support, wanting to fit in and poverty-related 
issues were additionally cited as barriers to action/reporting.

Data on adult athletes who were abused as children in sport 
are increasingly available. The largest study to examine 
interpersonal violence in sport within six European countries 
found the majority of adults who had experienced interpersonal 
violence as children in sport never reported their most serious 
experience, rarely disclosed to someone inside sport, and if they 
did disclose, most commonly disclosed to family members or 
relatives, friends, peers or personnel in education and health 
(Hartill et al., 2021). Data concerning why this cohort does not 
disclose harms are somewhat inconclusive, in part due to 
heterogeneous methodology and definitions of harm. Still, 
research shows that key disclosure-related variables include when 
the abuse was experienced, the nature of the abuse (physical, 
psychological, sexual, etc.), the victim’s gender (Briere and Conte, 
1993; Hartill et al., 2021), and children’s awareness of their agency 
(Rhind et al., 2021). Project CARE found that 69% of adult athletes 
surveyed were not always aware they had any ‘rights’ when they 
were children in sports, and Tuakli-Wosornu found in 2022 that 
athletes’ confidence in their rights-related agency and autonomy 
is both low in sport settings, and strongly influenced by gender 
(Tuakli-Wosornu et al., 2022b).

In non-sport contexts, early research showed that long-term 
abuse, abuse at an early age, and particularly violent abuse were 
not only more difficult to report, but also might not be recalled 
until adulthood (Briere and Conte, 1993). Adults, including those 
who have experienced abuse as children, can feel guilt, shame, and 
even culpability for accepting gifts in exchange for agreeing to 
sexual relations. These data mirror findings in sport: Leahy et al., 
2004 reports that the traumatic impact is higher when emotional 
manipulation occurs (e.g., coach-athlete abuse). Parent and 
Vaillancourt-Morel (2020) as well as Toftegaard Nielsen (2001) 
identify that athletes may perceive some types of abuse as 
consensual, despite social power imbalances in youth sport. Parent 
and Vaillancourt-Morel (2020) and Verhelle et  al. (2022) also 
indicate that adults in sport may be uncertain how and where to 
disclose or how and if the disclosure process would proceed 
traumatically, or yield any constructive outcome. There is some 
research to suggest that not only is sexual abuse underestimated 
in boys/men (Parent and Bannon, 2012), but, that toxic gender 
norms may influence boys’ abuse disclosure behaviors in sport 
(Hartill et al., 2021).

The Independent Review into Child Sexual Abuse in Football 
1970–2005 (Sheldon, 2021) summarized Operation Hydrant, 
where some 240 suspects and 692 survivors of child sexual abuse 
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in football, as well as 136 suspects and 201 survivors in other 
sports were identified. In writing about contemporaneous 
disclosures, the report indicated that players hinted at their abuse, 
talked about abuses generally but not their own abuse, and 
minimized what happened to them and others. Some actually felt 
they were ‘privileged’ to be  targeted/included by the abuser. 
Shame, not being believed, fear of rocking the boat, worry about 
ending their dream, and concern about parents retaliating against 
the abuser kept these young footballers from disclosing. Many 
survivors were able to hide their abuse for many years, others 
suffered greatly after their football careers. In football, a sport 
system of feeder programs continued with little supervision and 
clubs did not encourage younger players to raise concerns. Even 
when inappropriate behavior was widely known to be occurring, 
the young players did not even talk about it among themselves. 
Silence was an active part of the dynamic of making it into 
professional football contracts and playing careers (Sheldon, 2021).

Individual-level risk factors for 
experiencing abuse in youth sport

Certain factors may be associated with a higher probability of 
experiencing abuse in sport. Vertommen and her team found in 
2016 that people who had a disability, were from an ethnic 
minority or identified as LGBTQ were significantly more likely to 
report having experienced abuse in sport. Mountjoy et al. (2016) 
and Tuakli-Wosornu et al. (2020) identified increased vulnerability 
to abuse among athletes with disabilities. Parent and Vaillancourt-
Morel (2020) found that in Canada, the risk factors for 
experiencing violence in sport were being a boy, having a greater 
number of training hours, reporting a non-heterosexual 
preference, competing at the inter-regional or provincial sport 
level, and practicing only team sports. Hartill and team in 2021 
also found that being a boy increased risk: in the study, the 
prevalence of interpersonal violence against children inside sport 
was higher for boys than girls in six European countries. There is 
also some indication that transitions are times of greater 
vulnerability for athletes – such as the transition from child to 
adult, from local/regional teams to international play, and from 
home location and familial supports to locations far from those 
(Brackenridge and Kirby, 1997; Kirby et al., 2000).

Safeguarding response(s) from the 
international community

Initial Standards for Safeguarding and Protecting Children in 
Sport were developed in 2002  in the United  Kingdom. They 
included requirements for responding to safeguarding concerns, 
including the provision of reporting mechanisms, and clear 
information for children about their rights and disclosure 
processes. In 2014, the International Safeguards for Children in 
Sport were published and brought a strengthened focus on the 

connection between abuse and rights in sport and sport for 
development communities’ safeguarding practices, including 
appropriate responses and remedies (Rhind and Owusu-
Sekyere, 2020).

In 2017, the IOC published a Safeguarding Toolkit and 
requires National Olympic Committees (NOCs) and member 
International Federations (IFs) to adopt and adapt safeguarding 
policies and practices. This has occurred unevenly: some NOCs 
have adopted safeguarding policies and practices, while others 
have yet to create them. Even in the setting of existing policies and 
practices, educational developments by many of the IFs (e.g., 
FIFA, World Rowing) may not be directly aligned with a rights-
based understanding of children’s safety. Safeguarding policies do 
not universally reference children’s rights nor do they place abuse 
prevention as one part of a holistic view of children’s fundamental 
human rights (on par with education or healthcare). Clear 
response and remedy systems are not always articulated in these 
policies, and to our knowledge, published evaluations of how 
effective these reporting and response systems have not yet been 
made available.

The European Union and the Council of Europe have 
prioritized safeguarding and violence prevention in recent years and 
have intentionally created programmes which aim to increase the 
capacity of sport to protect children. The recent Child Safeguarding 
in Sport project aims to increase country sport systems’ capacity to 
respond to child protection violations through multi-stakeholder 
development of whole-country roadmaps and the development of 
child safeguarding officers throughout sport. The role of designated 
child safeguarding officers is a key development in the sector. While 
some countries have well-developed processes for handling 
disclosures and reports of violence against children (not necessarily 
framed as children’s rights violations) others do not even have a 
concept of what ‘safeguarding’ might be. There are very few 
examples of connected sport and statutory agency systems. There is 
also a paucity of information about appropriate and robust reporting 
mechanisms for case management. We are unaware of studies that 
analyse the effectiveness of current reporting mechanisms.

Potential bias in international safeguarding 
responses

Although the UN conventions, specifically UNCRC Section 
19: Protecting Children from Violence, provide a strong framework 
for international safeguarding approaches, children’s rights are 
variously interpreted across cultures – including youth sport 
cultures (Fay, 2019; Holzscheiter et  al., 2019). The UNCRC 
‘imposed a universal notion of what it is to be  a child; it has 
prescribed and embedded what the substance and scope of 
children’s rights should be.” It must be acknowledged that when 
considering who is a child, how they need protection (in sport and 
elsewhere) and what is “in their best interests,” the UNCRC takes 
a distinctly Western view (Fay, 2019; Holzscheiter et al., 2019). 
Those in the global South may find themselves poorly reflected in 
Section 19 and others. Local resources, languages, tools and 
understandings may also limit participation in the critical efforts 
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to decolonize the field of children’s rights and their protections 
(Faulkner and Nyamutata, 2020; we will rejoin that critique in the 
discussion section of this paper).

Conceptual framework and study aim

The 2014 International Safeguards for Children in Sport 
provided the starting point and general conceptual frame for this 
study. This document was chosen due to its accessibility, easy-to-
understand language, and inclusion of pragmatic, actionable 
recommendations to which those who work outside of sport 
settings could also relate. In addition, two sections of the 
document, ‘Minimising risk to children’ and ‘Recruiting, training, 
and communicating’ stood out to the authors as an attempt to 
highlight the importance of contextual and organizational factors, 
as well as overall culture change, in understanding child protection 
systems and assessing reporting mechanisms in sport. Contextual 
drivers of abuse and the impact of organizational culture are 
central to athlete protection work (Roberts et  al., 2020), and 
we wanted to pay attention to these ideas in this study.

The study aim was to understand the existence (or not) of 
reporting mechanisms for child protection violations in sport, as 
well as how existing reporting and response systems operate in 
order to create a description of global child protection systems and 
reporting mechanisms, and identify major areas of stakeholder 
concern, in terms of effective case resolution, healing, and 
children’s experiences along reporting pathways in sport.

Materials and methods

A sequential, quantitative-qualitative exploratory study 
design was used. Survey data provided snapshots of stakeholder 
experiences and was used to both compare experiential themes 
with rapid evidence assessment findings and inform the 
development of the focus group interview guide. Consistent with 
constructivist approaches (Guba and Lincoln, 2005), the study 
welcomed discrepancies in the ‘realities’ of different perspectives, 
experiences and organizations as “any common themes that 
emerge from great variation are of particular interest and value 
in capturing core experiences and central shared aspects” 
(Patton, 1990, p.  172). Ethical approval was granted by the 
University Ethics Committee of the senior author prior to 
data collection.

First, a rapid evidence assessment was conducted by the 
senior author who searched multiple academic databases using 
terms related to sport, children/youth and abuse, without date 
limits. This provided an overview of the density and quality of 
evidence on the issue. Any sources which were relevant to the 
disclosure of child protection violations in sport were noted and 
reviewed by the authors, covering all sports and all abuse types.

Based on this, a brief open-ended survey was developed by the 
senior and middle authors and distributed among 112 global 

stakeholders by activating and leveraging Centre for Sport and 
Human Rights’ (CSHR) extensive professional networks. A range 
of stakeholders were invited to share their views. Five broad 
survey questions were used, and any information relevant to the 
disclosure of child protection violations in sport was noted and 
reviewed by the authors. See Appendix A.

Based on this, focus group consultations were designed in 
collaboration with CSHR by mapping out the range of parties with 
relevant expertise on abuse disclosure and reporting systems. Key 
informants from each stakeholder group were then e-mailed 
information about the study and invited to participate. The 
informed consent process followed the senior author’s Institutional 
Review Board guidelines. Overall, contributions were received 
from nine athletes with lived experiences of abuse in youth sport 
and 13 rights experts. A total of 12 distinct countries 
were represented.

Focus groups were selected as the most appropriate approach 
to data collection in the context of the global pandemic. These 
were conducted through online discussions using video calls for 
practical and logistical reasons. Focus groups enabled interactions 
and synergies which helped generate data that may not have been 
possible through other forms of data collection. For each session, 
the authors prepared an internal ‘agenda,’ made introductions 
(including key CSHR foci, i.e., prevention of human rights 
violations, effective remedies, and safeguarding legacies for sport), 
and shared a prepared diagram for discussion among participants. 
A diagram was used rather than a more traditional interview 
guide because the author’s felt that this approach better captured 
the complexity of the various interacting factors and stakeholders 
in youth sport. It also enabled participants to focus on aspects of 
the diagram of greatest interest or relevance to them at the start of 
the discussion before moving to consider the other areas. This was 
perceived to facilitate initial discussion flow.

Based on an ecological lens, the diagram showed the unique 
sports environment with layers of entourage groups who can 
influence participating children, particularly at higher competitive 
levels. The diagram was developed specifically for the purposes of 
this research project, and was achieved through serial meetings 
involving all authors who shared insights, experiences and 
perspectives (e.g., researcher, elite athlete, medical doctor, social 
worker and child protection in sport practitioner). The diagram 
also drew on insights gained through Project CARE which 
involved interviews with athletes regarding their experiences of 
disclosing rights violations (Rhind et al., 2021). See Figure 1. The 
focus groups proceeded as guided discussions on points 1–6 
shown at the bottom of Figure 1.

Data were transcribed and analyzed using reflexive thematic 
analysis (Braun et al., 2016, 2018). Reflexive thematic analysis is a 
6-stage process through which themes and patterns within 
qualitative data are identified, analyzed and reported. Themes 
were conceptualized from codes as patterns of shared meaning 
and we  inductively analyzed data to identify key stages of the 
disclosure journey. Results are presented with illustrative 
participant quotes.
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We adopted the trustworthiness criteria outlined by Nowell 
et  al. (2017) to guide our approach. It is argued that this is a 
pragmatic approach which helps to enhance the acceptability and 
usefulness of the findings for stakeholders. Firstly, credibility 
concerns the coherence between the participant’s perspectives and 
how these are represented by the researchers. This was facilitated 
through the authors all having prolonged engagement with the 
context of rights violations in sport. The authors also held regular 
meetings to reflect on their expectations and experiences such that 
any biases could be  identified and mitigated against. The 
researchers also engaged with the participants through sharing 
initial findings and seeking feedback. Secondly, transferability is 
achieved through providing descriptions of the data and findings 
to enable others to determine the extent to which the findings can 
be  generalized to their case. Thirdly, dependability was 
demonstrated through having a traceable process with key stages 
being recorded. The process was audited by members of the CSHR 
to check and challenge the procedures used. Finally, confirmability 
has been demonstrated through justifying our approach at each 
stage from the background and the project’s rationale through to 
data collection, analysis and presentation.

Of note, though we frequently used the terms ‘violence’ and 
‘abuse’ throughout the project, there are many other terms in use 
where child protections are enacted. We used different terms when 
quoting interviewees directly. Additionally, the safeguarding 
language in sport, while not completely integrated, can differ from 
language used by those in child protections outside sport (i.e., 
“non-accidental violence”). Attached project materials such as 
figures and appendices reveal the variability of terms used among 
stakeholders with diverse backgrounds, however in the 
manuscript, we settle into consistent language where possible.

Results

Data from focus group interviews were analyzed and key 
themes summarized in relation to two key areas of interest: the 

reporting journey and the factors which influence this journey. 
Interviewees included experts on abuse prevention from diverse 
organizations: End-Violence (n = 2), UNICEF (n = 7, global), 
UNICEF Regional Child Protection Advisor (n = 1), World Vision 
International (WVI) (n = 1), Child Protection (n = 1), End Child 
Prostitution and Trafficking (ECPAT) (n = 1). Exemplar quotes are 
included to illustrate results.

Generally, stakeholders were largely supportive of the need for 
this project, and found the exercise valuable as summarized by 
two sport decision-makers:

“(with the) return to sport” agenda – with COVID – there are 
higher abuse numbers, increased mental health issues for 
students and teachers. This is a greater opportunity for 
integration of safeguarding – holistic, integrative.” (RH)

(a) lot of organizations are working to improve children’s 
access to justice. It is time for the sport system to come in. 
What new aspects could sport provide to world child 
protection? We  could help them to understand sport 
environment. Sport should not reinvent the wheel. Sport is not 
a stand-alone – work with all sectors involved with access to 
justice. Work with everyone. Form the links. (FGF)

Furthermore, it was clear that the consulted experts had deep 
knowledge of child protection violations, such as sexual abuse, but 
they had typically not considered the sports context. It is 
noteworthy that the discussions often represented a light bulb 
moment for many participants, who quickly questioned why they 
had not previously thought about sport as a context for child 
protection violations. During the course of discussion(s), most 
consultants identified formal and informal ways rights experts and 
the world of sport could collaborate moving forward.

The journey to reporting – The 5 Rs

There were many critical points along the reporting journey 
identified by interviewees as either facilitating or hindering 
progress toward effective resolutions. The critical points are 
summarized as:

•  Readiness
•  Recognition
•  Disclosure and reporting
•  Response
•  Remedy.

Readiness
The first stage of the reporting journey is a sport organization’s 

readiness to actually engage with the reality of neglect, and/or 
sexual, physical, and psychological harassment and abuse against 
children in sport. If adults and authority figures in sport generally 

FIGURE 1

Focus group primer shared with participants in advance of their 
interview.
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lack such preparedness in social contexts outside of and beyond 
sport, then this is likely to represent a significant barrier which 
may result in these persons not being ready to start the reporting 
journey in sport either. This stage of the reporting journey aligns 
with literature on trauma-informed approaches and practices in 
healthcare settings (Menschner and Maul, 2016), and may add a 
dimension to sport safeguarding frameworks that start with 
“recognize.” Readiness, which can also be thought of as cultural 
preparedness, precedes recognition. In the current study, this idea 
arose in the context of focus group participants experiencing a 
general lack of readiness with respect to child protection 
violations. Identified themes included:

•   Fear- and Discomfort-related Avoidance/Aversion – “People 
do not want to think about violence against children, this is 
true from the level of the state right to the level of the person.” 
(Child Protection Expert)

•   Reputational Risk – “Organizations are concerned that if they 
start talking about the issue, and start having policies and 
procedures, then they must have had a problem. This is a 
reputational risk and hence they do not go there.” (Human 
Rights Expert)

•   Child and Athlete Development Considerations – A few 
respondents stated that based on their developmental stage, 
education/training, and life experiences, some children and 
adolescents are fundamentally incapable of interpreting 
abuse that happens to or around them. A number among 
athlete respondents recalled being young athletes brought 
into abusive sport relationships rapidly and without 
knowing what is expected or appropriate. If abuse is 
perpetrated by individuals who have a position of 
importance in relation to the child’s hopes and dreams in 
sport, e.g., a scout, a development coach, a person with 
access to higher level sport authorities and games, a child 
has a devil’s dilemma - risk everything in sport to stop the 
abuse or put up with the abuse to have a sport career. A 
number of athlete respondents said their love of sport 
withered with their abuse experiences.

•   False Belief in the Absolute Purity of Sport – A few discussants 
from non-sport sectors shared that they struggled to believe 
that child protection violations occur in youth sport.

Many participants pointed to the need for education to 
address these challenges:

“If children and their caretakers are well-educated about 
grooming, emotional and physical abuse, and the impact it has 
on the brain and the victim’s future, they are far less likely to 
be victimized. If children and their caretakers are publicly, 
repeatedly reminded what to do if any abusive behaviours 
occur – including micro-aggressions – it makes it far more 
difficult for abusive individuals to muddy the waters, 
manipulate, play the victim when reports come in about their 
abuse, divide and conquer, offer favors to those who remain 

quiet or look the other way, offer opportunities to the athletes 
of those in power and so on.” (Researcher).

Lack of readiness individually and organizationally was called 
out as a contributor to repeated and at times unchecked child 
protection violations, increasingly serious violations as the athlete 
moves along their sports/child development pathway, and a 
developing sense of impunity by perpetrators and an overall delay 
in addressing the core issues.

Recognition
Sports’ and sport authority figures’ clear and shared 

understanding of what constitutes or may constitute a child 
protection violation is the nest step on the reporting journey. 
Study participants highlighted challenges related to recognition 
due to violations at times being normalized in sport contexts, 
particularly those that are non-sexual. One participant, an adult 
who had experienced abuse as a child in youth sport said plainly, 
“Athletes do not call their experience[s] abuse; it is just normal.”

The reasons for normalizing may be culturally specific, sport 
specific, and/or context specific. Mental or physical abuses against 
children may also be an accepted part of nuclear family or broader 
community economies. If players know and joke openly about 
various instances of abuse, there is no reason to expect a child 
being abused or any bystanders observing abuse (perhaps 
themselves victimized) would disclose informally to family, peers, 
or community affiliates (pastor, physician, etc.), or report formally 
through established grievance mechanisms. Here, abusive 
behaviors may be mistaken for a core part of sports culture.

Additional barriers which prevent people from recognizing 
child protection violations in sport, were identified as:

•   Othering/Dissociating – “Abuse is seen as being problematic 
in ‘other’ cultures, religions, communities etc. not in your 
own and especially not in sport” (Safeguarding Expert)

•   Image Management/Denial – “Nowadays it looks like sport 
tries to look as a microcosm with no problems which is just 
not true at all. By claiming that everything is ok the way it is 
right now just supports the idea that the problem might 
be bigger than we might even think.” (Athlete)

This extends to those working around the athlete: 
“Professionals must be informed and educated: how to detect, 
what to do when detected, what are the next steps?” (Practitioner).

Unique indicators of trauma in sport were discussed, 
including the fact that low energy or self-destructive behavior may 
appear differently in sport contexts. Physical pathologies and 
disease conditions (unintentional injury, dysregulated 
menstruation) and neurological impacts (poor attention and 
memory) were called out as signs of abuse that could show up in 
sports performance. Two questions related to these themes were 
asked aloud (but not answered) by numerous focus group 
participants: How can those in sport be  better supported to 
accurately see performance-related abuse indicators? If abuses are 
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masked or altered by virtue of sports practice, what do we need to 
do differently in sport versus outside of it to improve recognition?

Disclosure and reporting
There was a consensus among all focus group participants that 

the majority of child protection violations in their sport and/or in 
sport generally, are neither disclosed nor reported. “It is key to 
come back to the idea that the majority of abuse will not 
be reported so it’s key to build protective factors within the adult 
community and others with the understanding that reporting 
[systems have] many limitations” (Advocate).

The word “trust” was often used to describe young people’s 
unwillingness to come forward to either informally disclose or 
formally report abuse: absent a sense of trust in what or whom 
they might turn to, disclosures could not occur. A range of other 
considerations were identified, including:

•   Terminology – “They need to know how to report, what 
words to use–the correct terminology, so that they can 
properly assert their rights to an abuse-free childhood.” 
(Sport Safeguarding Expert)

•   Awareness – “In [an] elite athlete study, athletes asked ‘Were 
you assaulted? and Do you know where to report?’ Only 5% 
knew.” (Child Abuse Lawyer)

•   Testing – “Children … often test the system first before they 
make a [formal] report.” (Practitioner)

•   Mandatory Reporting – “Children are frightened to [formally] 
report as the law is too strict. This is to do with them not 
being able to talk through and share what was happening 
without it having to be reported straight away rather than 
them having time to talk to someone confidentially before 
having their situation reported.” (Practitioner)

•   Intimidation and Fear – “[The term] ‘investigation’ equals 
formal equals scary.” (Athlete)

•   Developmental Stage – “It was like trying to make adult 
decisions in a 10-year old’s body” (Sheldon, 2021, 95).

Many participants made the point that the onus should not 
be on the child to disclose or report. One athletic trainer said, “It 
is not right to ask or expect kids to report. This does not make 
sense. They can be  taught to recognize, resist and report to 
increase their knowledge but not to increase their reporting.” 
(Trainer) Barriers related to the perceived consequences of 
reporting were also discussed, including:

•   High Professional Costs – “When the penalties are high, e.g., 
derail or lose your career, get fired, others are reluctant to 
report.” (Athlete)

•   High Personal Costs – “Athletes often say reporting often has 
wide-reaching negative impacts on the athlete and their 
families - including suicide.” (Child Abuse Lawyer)

•   Fear of Retaliation – “From my experience as a former elite 
athlete, a retaliated-against whistleblower in my sport, a third 
party victim of sexual discrimination, and an activist who 

supports current athletes who report abuse in my sport, fear 
of retaliation is the number one problem that needs to 
be addressed. This is why you have Safe Sport investigations 
stalling and coaches who should be  banned, not getting 
banned.” (Athlete)

•   Obligation – “We need to prioritize the good welfare of 
athletes, so they do not feel they owe anybody to make a 
breakthrough in their careers.” (Practitioner)

Parental barriers to reporting were described as follows:

•   Stigma – “One barrier for parents is the stigma of reporting, 
particularly if it concerns a boy child.” (Advocate)

•   Cost/Benefit Analysis – “I think that parents think of the 
costs and benefits. We even had a parent … ask us to not 
report it for two weeks because they had a big championship 
coming up.” (Practitioner)

•   Irrational Aversion – “Parents will move their kids to another 
program but not report.” (Practitioner)

•   Unwitting Enabling – A handful of discussants described 
children being reluctant to tell parents especially when 
parents had invested a lot of time and money in getting their 
children to practice and to ‘special practices’ with 
perpetrators, and young athletes thinking their parents were 
receptive only to hearing about their athletic achievements.

•   Parents as Victims of Grooming  - There were several 
descriptions of how perpetrators groomed parents as well as 
players and/or players’ coaches and that parental grooming 
acted as a reporting barrier. One report stated, “the deeper 
the relationship with parents the greater the harm suffered by 
the child (Sheldon, 2021).”

Responding
Issues were identified regarding how athletes are treated by the 

process when reports are made. A key theme was onus of proof: 
“The victims feel unsupported by the various federations because 
they are deemed lying until proven otherwise” (Athlete). “A lot of 
times when athletes do talk, they are not believed and protected” 
(Lawyer), partly due to the passage of time which enables 
questions about recall accuracy.

Concerns regarding the ability of key individuals within 
sports organizations to respond effectively followed these themes:

•   Second Chance – “Leaders and administrators and directors 
must take responsibility for each and every child participating 
in sport on their watch. They need to know that if they 
receive a report and give the coach or whomever a “second 
chance,” when the next report comes in and the next, they 
may well find themselves in conflict of interest because they 
are now in a position of negligence … A cursory glance at 
abuse cases in recent years will show them just how many 
leaders empowered with child safety have in fact protected 
the abusive individual and not the victims.” (Researcher)
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•   Capacity – “It is key to shore up capacity in this area; child 
protection services are commonly overwhelmed; in-sport 
concerns are challenging because most of the sports bodies 
do not have people with the skills and knowledge who know 
what to do.” (Practitioner)

•   Willingness – Victims described feeling that they and/or their 
parents were actively discouraged from following up on a 
case with charges because of risk of retraumatizing others 
involved, perpetrator dismissal, or inadequate financial 
resources to proceed.

Participants highlighted non-sport experts’ limited 
understanding of sport as a barrier to effective response: “I 
have had firsthand experience that Statutory Bodies, including 
the Police and local government, have little or no understanding 
of the complexity of elite sport and therefore how to act upon 
safeguarding concerns” (Practitioner). There were also 
concerns regarding the relationship between sports 
organizations and other service organizations concerning case 
management: “There is a massive difference of opinion in terms 
of which concerns should stay within sport and those that 
should go out to be  managed by other organizations” 
(Practitioner). This also extends to the role of the media: 
“There is a real issue of terrible professionalism [in the media]. 
For example, there was significant secondary damage caused 
by the media in one case because the media had tipped off an 
organisation that a report was going to be published. From that 
point on, the athletes were unsafe… some running for their 
lives” (Safeguarding Expert).

Remedy
The final stage of the reporting journey is the outcome. 

Healing must take place, justice must be  done, and the 
organization must learn constructively from the case. Focus group 
participants often highlighted that effective remedy was not often 
achieved. For example, there were often negative outcomes for the 
person making the disclosure or report:

•   Exclusion of Whistleblowers – “Inncreased protections for 
whistleblowers need to be in place so that those speaking out 
on abuse are not made to leave the sport afterwards - it is not 
their behaviour that is unacceptable.” (Advocate)

•   Re-traumatization of Victims – “Of note, a lot of survivors 
have dropped out and stepped back due to the 
re-traumatization they experienced while setting up our 
advocacy organization. Rather than a growing army, it’s 
therefore more about targeted work on behalf of the survivor-
army.” (Advocate)

•   Need for Psychological Support – “Though this work is 
specific to sport, there is an underlying commonality in 
survivors and allies. There may be a huge cost for survivors 
to talk publicly, depending on where they are on their 
journeys. Some need therapy – and that is difficult if they are 
in the public arena.” (Advocate)

There were also concerns that appropriate outcomes had not 
been achieved regarding perpetrator punishment and subsequent 
sport access. In reference to the concept of perpetrator migration, 
one participant who had been abused as a youth athlete said, “In 
order to make change, there needs to be harsher penalties for 
those who verbally, mentally, physically and sexually abuse 
children. As of right now, a coach could sexually abuse an athlete, 
be banned from coaching in that sport and then start coaching in 
another sport. There needs to be full transparency as to why a 
coach is being suspended or banned.2”

Key concerns were lack of learning from previous cases, and 
disclosures not leading to any material change. Said a child abuse 
lawyer, “We need cases to be  properly investigated such that 
organisations can critically learn the lessons. There is a clear gap 
between report and management that can only be closed by the 
learning loop.” An athlete reflected, “Having whistle blown on 
abuse I can honestly say I have not come across any individual or 
organization that is supporting or driving change around 
safeguarding in sport.”

Participants identified regularly and meaningfully asking 
sport participants about their well-being as a strategy for both 
abuse prevention and early intervention. Check-ins not only build 
mutual trust over a period of time but provide a sense of regular 
monitoring and empathic concern, while offering opportunities 
for athletes to express even low-level concerns. One advocate 
explained that if only someone would have asked the athlete more 
regularly how they were doing, they would have been able to see 
how happy or unhappy, validated or invalidated, safe or fearful 
they were in their sports environment and/or with 
their perpetrator.

Discussants identified many stages along the reporting 
journey at which a concern does not progress satisfactorily or 
where appropriate support is not provided.

Influencing factors

Each stage of the reporting journey is influenced by a range of 
factors at the individual, relational, organizational and 
contextual level.

Individual factors
Interviewees pointed to a range of individual factors which 

may increase susceptibility to abuse and/or reporting behavior. 
“We need recognition that intersectionality, i.e., age, level, gender, 
disability, ethnicity including indigenous/tribal, homeless, LGBT, 
must be considered” (Safeguarding Expert). Some argued that 
sport should preferentially focus on those with additional 
vulnerabilities when undertaking child protection work. The 
central message was, start at the margins and work in. The 
argument here is that if an approach works with those at the 

2 Of note, this is not the case in all countries.

216

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.907247
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Tuakli-Wosornu et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.907247

Frontiers in Psychology 10 frontiersin.org

margins who are rendered most powerless by common systems of 
oppression and privilege, then it is more likely to work other, less 
vulnerable groups. This ‘flips the script’ on the traditional 
top-down approach of designing strategies among mainstream 
subjects before subsequently adapting them for those at 
the margins.

Regarding the capacity to consent, “It is important to move 
beyond the concept of just ‘unwanted’ types of behaviors, because 
that word is somewhat irrelevant when some behaviors in these 
relationships may actually be wanted, but consent and the capacity 
to consent is however [not there]” (Athlete). Though typically 
applied to sexual relationships, consent is applicable to the full 
range of abuse in sport. As participants described, athletes may 
comply or acquiesce due to factors such as the normalization of 
the given behavior, the hierarchical culture of sport, and/or the ‘no 
pain, no gain’ mentality where harm is viewed as having 
instrumental effects on performance. These individual factors 
impact the reporting journey at every stage.

Relational factors
An athlete operates within a network of relationships with 

significant others, such as parents, friends, coaches, clinicians, 
fans, and teammates. At the heart of this relational influence is 
power. One athlete said, “It is all about power imbalances. It is a 
unique coach-athlete relationship. When this is combined with 
the extent of the elite athlete’s dream then these are all factors 
which make the sports environment uniquely vulnerable” 
(Athlete). The power of the elite performance dream also has a 
significant impact on parents, as in this exemplar quote: “I believe 
the abuse and grooming of the athlete and parents starts at an 
early age. In some sports parents receive a letter stating your child 
has potential at the age of 3 or 4. From then on the parents focus 
on the possibility of their child being great and become blind any 
other factors, including physical/emotional and sexual abuse” 
(Advocate).

Called out was a need to create a new normal that 
re-conceptualizes these relationships with athletes at the center. As 
for recalibrating relationships in sport, a safeguarding manager 
said, “We can address this by creating a new paradigm of 
relationships between all stakeholders in sports, re-building the 
chain of ‘dominance’ existing in sports – management, coaches 
and technical staff, athletes – by re-thinking the sports as an 
athlete-centered activity.”

Organizational factors
Participants highlighted the need for effective governance. 

This was both in terms of leadership and practice monitoring:

•   Leadership – “We should have Child Safe Officers, complaints 
officers, member protection officers, but ultimately the CEO 
should be proactive and lead on these issues so everyone 
knows that the organization will do all they can to prevent 
issues occurring and provide a safe environment.” 
(Decision-maker)

•   Senior Buy-In – “Power in international sport resides with the 
executive board and CEO. Without buy-in from sport 
leadership, change will not happen.” (Clinician)

•   Open Door Policy – “Practices behind closed doors should 
not be happening. There should be a willingness at all times 
to have child caretakers, administrators, directors there as 
witnesses. Video cameras should be used not just to study 
practice, but to have a level of accountability at all times.” 
(Athlete)

•   Sports Clubs – “Early access to children by perpetrators is 
often through the club or regional structures or local sport 
governing bodies. With low-level scrutiny, this is where 
coaches and trainers and scouts get hired. This is often where 
the first abuses begin and hence, where the first protections 
for children need to be located.” (Coach)

There were also a series of fundamental issues which speak to 
the culture of sport. These were viewed as creating a context in 
which disclosures would not be  encouraged or managed 
effectively. “In the sport environment, autonomy is key. It is our 
own little realm, our domain, we rule over this independently, the 
primacy of protecting the integrity of the sport itself – protect the 
badge” (Athlete). In addition to the autonomy of sport, the culture 
of secrecy and silence was talked about: “The team dynamic that 
is taught to kids - which is a fake community but appears like a 
true one - namely the idea of what happens on the team stays on 
the team, needs to be openly questioned and halted” (Athlete).

Fundamental culture and systemic changes were seen as 
solutions: “We need culture change to view athletes as people first, 
and athletes second. We need to shift the focus from being purely 
on performance to well-being” (Advocate); “All sports clubs need 
to have better policies in place and easy access on how to report 
suspected abuse” (Athlete).

We identified promising examples from within sport which 
focus on situational change. One academic interviewed used a 
Situational Prevention Approach in sport and described promising 
early results and outcomes. Brackenridge’s work on activation 
states (Brackenridge et  al., 2005) and research by Rhind and 
Owusu-Sekyere (2020) on developing a safeguarding culture were 
also called out.

Study participants gave examples of how adopting a child-
centered approach has helped to change organizational culture. 
Terre des Hommes established children’s forums in 40 countries 
around the world. These forums are consulted on issues impacting 
children. The Breeze for Hope programme in Bolivia is another 
example discussed. Through identifying children as experts, they 
have achieved the highest national conviction rate for child sexual 
abuse in the world (95%). “Our child-directed governance 
structure makes our organization unique and disruptive. 30 
teenage survivors of sexual violence sit on our board as fully 
voting members … As soon as we  renovated our governance 
structure … the children experienced a gut-level sense of ‘Here, 
I matter and my voice matters’ … Straightaway our slogan became, 
‘Nothing About us Without us.’ The youth we serve control our 
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new performance dimension. Without them, we simply cannot 
perform at this level.” (Advocate).

Contextual factors
The final set of influencing factors were identified at the 

contextual level beyond the organization. This relates to 
governing bodies:

•   National Governing Bodies – “The key influencers for 
Olympic sports are the Performance Directors. If they allow 
a coach or the management to behave in this manner because 
it brings medals that increase funding, the ends justify the 
means. Therefore, the Performance Directors need to 
be supported by the NGB in a change of policy that focuses 
on how these medals are won and does not decrease oversight 
of the sport when success arrives.” (Athlete)

•   International Governing Bodies – “The only people who can 
make this work is the International Governing Body of each 
sport. They can insist on countries adopting their policies. 
Top coaches in every sport move around the world coaching 
in different countries and some move between disciplines 
and sports. An international course which has the best 
interests of the child/elite athlete at the heart of it would go 
some way to assist in this becoming a reality.” 
(Decision-maker)

It also extends beyond sport: “The government department 
responsible for the sport area can also be the one who drives the 
change, demands criteria which should be met to maximize the 
protection of athletes, and to create policies” (Athlete). Another 
important theme was the need for sports organizations to work 
in collaboration with other stakeholders, including “Public-
private partnerships; partnership with civil society. Nothing is 
done alone. There is a need to link with others with shared values, 
synergistic capacities, common directions.” (Child Rights Expert). 
Across sports, these partnerships can help through knowledge  
sharing:

Cases of abuse need to be shared across jurisdictions so those 
involved in abuse are not able to simply move to other regions 
or jurisdictions without any mandatory background checks 
being available and performed. There should be mandatory 
reporting of findings to a central data base that it must 
be  mandatory to cross check prior to any new hiring. 
(Safeguarding Manager).

There is also need for greater collaboration between 
organizations in sport and other related experts. Sport was 
described as a blind spot for child protection specialists write 
large: said one child rights expert, “There is general protection of 
children from violence – but for society – but no one is looking at 
sport.” A child protection expert followed up with: “The biggest 
challenge is that sport is not identified as a priority. It receives 
minimal attention within the broader child protection system.”

The need for an independent perspective was viewed as being 
important in terms of both reporting child protection violations 
and managing these concerns. “Athletes should be able to tell their 
story in a non-federation related organization. I think it would 
be  good to have a professional (and full-time paid) ethics 
committee. Kind of ombudsman service for abuse. Together with 
local (club or province related) contact points” (Athlete). A 
safeguarding expert added, “There needs to be  greater 
independence for issues to be dealt with. The National Governing 
body is often complicit in the abuse and therefore is conflicted in 
terms of its role of governance, particularly where it’s the only 
body with jurisdiction to sanction” (Safeguarding Expert).

The final contextual factor was the broader culture related to 
rights within the given context. “Every society differs because of 
the cultural differences, so the approach and understanding of 
every country is different” (Child Rights Expert); “We need to use 
local, context specific approaches through tailored responses 
across the globe” (Child Rights Expert).

e-Sports
Amid controversy related to ‘games’ versus ‘sports’ 

classification,’ a new context which was identified throughout this 
study as urgently needing our attention was eSports. Comprised 
of large audiences attending events in person and online, with 
many of the players and audience members being children and 
young poeple, eSports training and competition venues are 
vulnerable to child protection violations. Study participants 
discussed global eSport ‘athletes’ having entourages of coaches, 
physical trainers, physiotherapists, companions (for traveling to 
big stadiums) and managers; parents informally ensuring 
computer activities are appropriate to children; uneven player 
supervision where many players spend large proportions of the 
day in isolation improving their skills and rankings; player 
contracts to play in return for remuneration, share of prize 
monies, accommodation, gifts and so on; but no clear governing 
body or international federation overseeing protections for 
everyone involved.

In sum, eSports is a rapidly growing, monied environment in 
which children and youth play for high stakes. The potential for 
abuse is high: there is little to keep predators from having access 
to players, little preventative work with players about human 
rights and safeguards, a high risk of child exploitation sexually, 
physically, emotionally and financially; an industry that is growing 
faster than it can “get its safeguarding house in order.” This 
presents an opportunity to engage with the leaders of the eSports 
organizations to work from the ground up on international 
safeguards and child protection.

Discussion

Overall, the disclosure of child protection violations is a 
complex and dynamic process where individual, relational, 
organizational and contextual factors interact to influence 

218

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.907247
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Tuakli-Wosornu et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.907247

Frontiers in Psychology 12 frontiersin.org

progress toward effective outcomes, including healing. The current 
study highlights themes that reinforce and add to prior work in 
this field, from new stakeholders’ perspectives.

First, we acknowledge as others have, that one size does not fit 
all when it comes to child protection in diverse global sport 
settings; international comparisons are important, and 
individuating child protection approaches by context is also key 
(Lang and Hartill, 2014). Even as we review foundational rights-
related documents, it is important to heed scholars’ calls for their 
decolonization. While “in a child’s best interests” is becoming a 
universal concept, its roots are still embedded in Western 
understandings and perspectives (Holzscheiter et  al., 2019; 
Faulkner and Nyamutata, 2020). In the world of sport, we are 
acclimatizing ourselves to the use of children’s rights to frame our 
safeguarding work (Mountjoy et al., 2015). We certainly must 
be  more aware of the ongoing critiques of human rights 
developments and how we may embed them into our work, as 
we global contexts.

Second, the importance of bringing athletes’ and survivors’ 
voices to the forefront of safeguarding work cannot be overstated 
(Guiora, 2020; Tuakli-Wosornu et  al., 2022b; Bekker and 
Posbergh, 2022; Lang, 2022). This is especially important when 
athletes identify as having an intellectual, physical, or other type 
of impairment, as being part of the LGBTQ+ community, being 
racialized/minoritized, and/or being a child or youth (Kirby et al., 
2008; Mountjoy et al., 2016; Tuakli-Wosornu et al., 2020; Hartill 
et al., 2021; Rhind et al., 2021; Bekker and Posbergh, 2022). A key 
concept that emerged from the study was the importance, power 
and efficiency of designing from the margins in, i.e., starting in 
sport settings where risk compounds. Interestingly, there was no 
element of critical thinking that emerged, e.g., directly challenging 
the autonomy of sport organizations, identifying cultural barriers 
on standard reporting pathways, or even thinking that the 
reporting framework might be best used in Western cultures but 
not others. One solid outcome therefore, is the observation that 
global sport must proactively find ways to ensure all children of 
all cultural and sport contexts are safe.

The 5 R framework – Readiness, Recognition, disclosure and 
Reporting, Response and Remedy, outline critical points on the 
reporting journey. Readiness is a new concept that emerged out of 
the realization that we were talking with child protection experts 
who had little to no readiness to engage with child protection 
violations in sport. Individual athletes may not understand, nor 
want to understand, what interpersonal and/or collective violence 
is. This can be addressed through meaningful education at many 
levels of sport. Organizationally, our use of a primer (Figure 1) 
helped the child protection people to see sport in a new light – and 
sport too needed their child protection expertise. This clearly 
showed that unless there is readiness to engage, rights will not 
be  protected, and violations will continue. Absent readiness, 
athletes may experience increasing harm over their lifetimes 
(Sheldon, 2021).

For sport, recognition includes taking a definitive step away 
from the often-entrenched habit of assuming gain from pain and 

‘explaining away’ otherwise unacceptable displays of interpersonal 
and collective violence as part a ‘normal’ part of sport culture 
(David, 1998, 2004; Hartill et al., 2021). Sport needs to become – 
or return to, a more inclusive, and overall more respectful and 
dignified space (David, 2004; Tuakli-Wosornu et  al. 2021a,b; 
Tuakli-Wosornu and Kirby, 2022). Recognition is a major tool in 
the toolbox for child protection and safeguarding in youth sport.

Perhaps for the first time ever, we  see the reasons why 
disclosure and reporting are together the weakest link in the 
safeguarding chain. Reasons for this included lack of trust/
confidence in people and systems, children’s propensity to 
informally test the system before being comfortable formally using 
it, clear preference for informal disclosure over formal reporting 
and ‘investigation,’ and lack of clarity of where to disclose or 
report; these reinforce data presented elsewhere (Hartill et al., 
2021; Rhind et  al., 2021). Barriers to informal disclosure and 
formal reporting were clearly much more nuanced than one might 
have assumed. This is helpful to those in policy and practice who 
seek to strengthen this one part of their safeguarding framework. 
It will be  possible to do strategic work around, for example, 
barriers to reporting for parents, coaches, and other adults 
(Verhelle et al., 2022).

If an issue is raised, it must be responded to. If not, the whole 
safeguarding framework cannot work. Those raising the issues 
must trust that they will be heard and that there will be some 
outcome. The mantra of “listen, record, report” still works. Even 
if the child protection people do not understand sport, they can 
be major players in bringing their skills to sport safeguarding. In 
other words, the safeguarding people in sport do not have to go it 
alone but can work with knowledgeable others outside of sport to 
build overall child protection capacity. Again, having strong 
leaders committed to protecting children’s rights will help to 
ensure that organizations stay true to the safeguarding goals. What 
also came clear is that supports are needed for those in the 
reporting pathway, particularly the victims. That support may 
need to take many forms (e.g., psychological, financial, legal) and 
may be needed beyond any case management closure.

From the data, it seems that remedy is the least understood in 
sport. Often, there are difficulties, sometimes long-term, for the 
whistleblowers, the victims, and the organizations. Often there are 
few for the perpetrator, if any. Safeguarding work in sport has not 
shone the light too brightly on remedy but it is a critical but much 
understood element of the safeguarding framework. Identifying 
remedy as an area of great concern should shift some research 
attention toward it.

Overall, these data add significantly to a growing cannon of 
sport safeguarding literature by contributing a qualitative analysis 
specifically examining the abuse reporting pathway for children 
who participate in sport. The constructivist paradigm used, which 
adopts a transactional and subjectivist epistemology (Guba and 
Lincoln, 2005), enabled a more textured understanding of 
stakeholder priorities within the context of their dynamic lives 
and experiences. Consistent with prior work (David, 1998; David, 
2004; Pinheiro, 2006; Vertommen et  al., 2016; Rhind and 
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Owusu-Sekyere, 2020; Sheldon, 2021), our data indicate that when 
it comes to safeguarding, the rights of a child and the rights of an 
athlete appear to be far apart. What is in the child’s best interest in 
sport would have safeguarding included, if not central to the ethics 
and integrity issues such as doping, match fixing, and cheating. 
However, when we asked those responsible for implementing a 
broad continuum of rights and responsibilities in relation to the 
care of a child, we found little if any indication that they knew 
about sport or that sport was contributing the rights-based 
discussions. Consistent with trauma-informed work outside of 
sport, one additional dimension our qualitative data added was 
the critical importance of “readiness,” when establishing safe sport 
environments–it is insufficient to start at “recognize” (Menschner 
and Maul, 2016; Tuakli-Wosornu et al. 2022a,b).

Of note, for pragmatic reasons, we mostly focused on sexual 
abuse in this manuscript. Though it is not and we should not 
be using this concept as shorthand for any other form of abuse, 
we do not yet have an agreed upon coherent set of definitions that 
we use across sport. Our use of the term interpersonal violence 
works for researchers and even policy makers but does not 
resonate with those doing child protection work inside or outside 
sport. Sport will have to come to terms with this in short order. 
This lack of specificity could lead, inadvertently, to those in sport 
thinking that they are fully protecting children if they protect 
them from sexual abuse alone. Nothing could be further from the 
truth. This has not helped us much in protecting all children’s 
rights. We must aim further –child protection is not ‘achieved’ 
until all children’s rights are protected.

Study limitations

Limitations of this work include restricting analysis to 
children, rather than including both children and adults. 
Additionally, though qualitative approaches to understanding 
and/or characterizing abuse reporting behaviors and frequencies, 
the number of stakeholders becomes limited. A mixed methods 
study, where a quantitative survey was disseminated and resulted 
to complement qualitative data, may have opened the door to 
increased number of respondents. As above, we mostly focused on 
sexual abuse in this manuscript. Finally, as Franklin and 
Nyamutata aptly argue, this and other analyses that stand on 
current rights-based documents and policies cultivated within a 
Western-centric perspective, may inadvertently exclude those for 
whom a Westernized conception of human rights is misaligned 
with local ways of knowing, being, and interacting. Our 
foundation for this analysis is the UNCRC – Section 19. Though 
well-articulated in the UN conventions, children’s rights are 
variously interpreted across time and space and “practices of 
agency” and cultures, including the culture of sport. The UNCRC 
‘imposed a universal notion of what it is to be  a child; it has 
prescribed and embedded what the substance and scope of 
children’s rights should be.” When considering who is a child and 
what is “in their best interests,” the UNCRC takes a distinctly 

Western view. Those with different cultural views may find 
themselves limited by resources, language, tools and opportunities 
in participating in the critical efforts to decolonize the field of 
children’s rights and their protections. Though beyond this 
manuscript’s scope, the colonial legacy of these treaties and what 
that means for sport was not addressed and limits the work’s 
universal applicability.

Due to its accessibility and pragmatism, the International 
Safeguards for Protecting Children in Sport was selected as our 
starting point and conceptual frame. We acknowledge, however, 
that these safeguards capture only the four most recognized forms 
of abuse, and tend to focus on sexual abuse alone. As we seek 
understanding of existing child protection guidelines for sports-
involved youth, it is incumbent on us to have a critical eye with 
regard to the original contexts in which they were created and note 
associated limitations. Protecting children from only the four most 
recognized forms of violence does not ensure they are protected 
from all forms, or even the most harmful or prevalent forms.

Recommendations for future 
practice and research

From the foregoing, we first recommend that the Reporting 
Journey and Influencing Factors (the 5Rs) be used to link and 
prioritize projects on children, sport and safeguarding. Table 1 
shows how the disclosure journey and influencing factors interact 
to highlight a range of potential questions that can guide future 
work by generating insights on the growing consensus to embed 
human rights in sport.

A second recommendation is that a global safety net 
environment be  established to build a response and remedy 
system that will have common core components globally but with 
applications varying from region to region around the world. This 
would be  a safety net culture of social norms and behaviors, 
broadly informed by the International Safeguards for Protecting 
Children in Sport, core components of integrity issues in sport, 
adverse child experiences (ACEs) framework and other biological/
physiological factors found in public health and other trauma-
focused fields, athlete-centered justice, and our new understanding 
of the reporting journey and influencing factors.

A third recommendation is working with specific child-
focused partner agencies and organizations to enhance child 
protection and safeguarding work in sport so safeguarding is 
conceptualized as one part of a holistic view of children’s rights. 
This could lead to sport organizations working with the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child Committee (CRC) on a 
review of current mandates on recreation and play (to move this 
toward sport), and enhanced mandates for child protection 
violations disclosures.

The final recommendation is that safeguarding be brought to 
unregulated (sport) environments, e.g., eSports, children on elite 
performance pathways (music, dance, sport and other 
performance industries), child participation away from scrutiny, 
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in organizations that do not get funding, ‘one-man bands’ (e.g., 
martial arts, sport scouts), unregistered teams and some fitness 
industry activities. These environments were touched on briefly 
during focus group discussions but represent an under-served 
area with weak or absent safeguarding structures.

Conclusion

It is important that interpersonal violence in sport 
be unanimously conceived of as human rights violations (on par 
with education- and healthcare-related violations) so the status of, 
urgency surrounding, and resourcing related to athlete 
safeguarding can be  escalated in influential circles. As this 
happens, sport may become a safer and more enjoyable 
environment for all participants, including sports-involved 
children and youth.
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TABLE 1 Reporting journey and influencing factors.

Reporting journey
Influencing factors

Individual Relational Organizational Contextual

Readiness How do inidividual talk about rights 

in general and what implications does 

this have for sport?

How do stakeholders talk 

general and what implications 

does this have for sport?

What are the inidicators that an 

organizaton is ready make 

progress on respecting rights?

What are the inidicators that a 

community respects rights?

Recognition How do we raise awarness? How do we raise awarness How do we encourage buy-in How do we engage non-sport 

stakeholders

Reporting How can we support athletes to 

report?

How can we support 

bystanders to report?

Which organizational factorrs 

facilitate reports?

How can sport collaborate with other 

agencies to promote reporting?

Response How can we support athletes during 

investigations?

How can we support 

significant others during 

investigations?

What facilities effective case 

management?

What is the feasibility of independent 

case management in sport?

Remedy How do we support athletes with lived 

experience to engage in this work?

How do case outcomes 

impact others in sport?

How can organizations learn 

from case?

How can sport learn from other 

sectors?
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