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During the Securing Sport 2014 conference, held by the International Centre for Sport Security (ICSS) in 

London in October, there was intense discussion of betting fraud, match-fixing, money laundering, 

security threats to events and other major concerns. 

It seemed to this author that the dominant discourse at the conference was about securing sport 

organisations. However, there is also evidence of a moral gap at the core of modern sport – the welfare 

of the athlete. Measures to secure sport organisations are rather meaningless if athletes themselves 

are not protected against all forms of harm and abuse. 

Deliberate violence to, and abuses of, athletes represent the ‘enemy within’ sport, and merit at least as 

much attention as other global problems facing sport today. Safe Sport International (SSI) is intended 

to help sport recognise and respond to such emotional, physical and sexual abuses against athletes of 

all ages. The Olympic Charter (2013) makes express mention of the International Olympic Committee’s 

(IOC) role in encouraging measures to support the health of the athlete, act against any forms of 

discrimination and promote sustainable development. 

The Olympic Movement Medical Code (2009) states that the IOC “should take care that sport is 

practised without danger to the health of the athletes and with respect for fair play and sports ethics… 

[and should take] measures necessary to protect the health of participants and to minimise the risks of 

physical injury and psychological harm.” 

In recent years, there has been a rapid growth in awareness among sport federations, scientists and 

athlete advocates of the damaging personal and organisational impacts of non-accidental violence and 

abuse against athletes. There is increasing recognition that such violence threatens not only the ethical 

and social basis of sport, but also the physical, emotional and mental health of the athlete, regardless 

of their age or status. 

The prevention and treatment of accidental sport injuries is largely dealt with by the existing sports 

medicine infrastructure. However, attention must also be given to non-accidental violence that is 

perpetrated against athletes knowingly, deliberately or negligently. 

  

Different types of abuse 

Calling non-accidental abuse to athletes ‘violence’ is contentious because, as defined in the 

study Spoilsports: Understanding and Preventing Sexual Exploitation in Sport, “it challenges conventional 

wisdom by which violence is defined as sudden, physically injurious behaviour”. SSI has chosen to adopt 

the term ‘violence’ as its focus because it is a strong and unequivocal label that is used by both children’s 

charity UNICEF and the World Health Organization. It is also adopted as the most comprehensive term, 

encompassing physical, sexual and psychological/mental forms of maltreatment, including abuse and 



assault. Harms and rights violations of concern include sexual, physical and emotional abuse, sexual 

harassment, bullying, hazing and many others that are in direct contravention of the UN Convention on 

the Rights of the Child and the UN Declaration of Human Rights. Unlike the well-entrenched systemic 

response to doping in sport, there is no similar level of response, and no globally established agency 

focused solely on the prevention of abuse in sport. 

Research evidence about the types, prevalence and incidence of violence and abuse in sport has grown 

considerably over the past 20 years. A preliminary review of 466 relevant items in sport literature, 

conducted for SSI, gives an indication of the scientific priorities in this field. These include: sexual 

harassment and abuse (undifferentiated) (n=132, 28 per cent), homophobia (n=86, 18 per cent), sexual 

harassment (n=58, 12 per cent), sexual abuse (n=49, 11 per cent), bullying (n=39, eight per cent), and 

hazing (n=39, eight per cent). While the founders of SSI acknowledge that much more data are needed, 

especially in relation to global cross-cultural comparisons, we argue that there is now a sufficient 

evidence base to underpin the need for a new concerted effort that will require a dedicated body to raise 

awareness, gather empirical evidence and drive cross-sports-industry efforts to protect athletes from 

abuse. 

Safeguarding child athletes is the bedrock of athlete welfare. There is no doubt that recognition of child 

abuse in sport, especially some high-profile sexual abuse cases widely reported in the media, first drew 

the attention of the sport community to the need for safe sport. Article 19 of the UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child asserts that all children have the right to be protected from violence, calling on State 

Parties to take all appropriate measures for the protection of children, including while in the care of 

others. However, in comparison with other social institutions, sport has been relatively slow to adopt 

child protective measures.  

Sport is frequently used as a mechanism for repairing broken communities after human conflicts or 

natural disasters. However, sport itself is by no means secure when it comes to the safety and welfare of 

the child. In 2007, UNICEF recognised a gap in its provisions in this regard, and subsequently developed a 

strategy for enhancing child protective measures in sport. These measures include strengthening child 

protection systems around and within sport organisations; increasing awareness and strengthening the 

protective role of parents, teachers, coaches and others caregivers as well as the media; developing and 

implementing standards for the protection and well-being of child athletes; implementing sport for 

development and other international programmes and initiatives; and improving data collection and 

research to develop an evidence base. Most recently, building on the experience of the Child Protection 

in Sport Unit of the charity NSPCC in the UK, a set of ‘International Safeguards for Children in Sport’ have 

been developed with over 50 organisations around the world at local, national and international levels.  

Safe sport policy responses 

Along with growing scientific knowledge, there is increasing demand for policies and procedures to 

secure sport as a place of safety for all. These demands come from parents, athletes, law-makers, 

policymakers and a range of sport organisations, from local to international levels, provoked by 

widespread media coverage of sexual and other violent and abusive behaviours in sport. In recognition of 

this, a number of agencies, from both human rights and sport, have already developed harm prevention 

strategies and programmes in sport. Such initiatives include practical measures – such as education and 

training, codes of practice and support for whistleblowers – and are based on a strong platform of values 

and principles. In recognition that athletes of all ages deserve safe sport, a number of agencies have 

developed harm-prevention strategies and programmes in sport to extend their work to those over 18 

years of age. Examples include: 

 the IOC Sexual Harassment and Abuse in Sport educational online training programmes; 

 the IOC adopting the Consensus Statement on ‘Sexual Harassment and Abuse in Sport’;  



 the 2010 UNICEF Protecting Children From Violence in Sport review and subsequent initiatives to rid 

sport of violence and abuse; and 

 the introduction of various respect-based and other safe sport programmes addressing both adult 

and child athlete safety in many countries, such as Canada’s Respect in Sport. 

With similar initiatives arising almost every month, the time is right to bring together all those active and 

interested in preventing and managing violence against athletes in order to develop a coordinated 

international plan on safe sport. To date, with the notable exception of the child safeguards mentioned 

above, there is no internationally agreed standard for safe sport for all athletes, and there are significant 

gaps between and among countries in terms of policy provision and practice. 

Initiatives are under way to address this challenge. An ad hoc international group of experts on athlete 

welfare and protection have been meeting regularly to develop ideas for a global safe sport agency, a 

concept that was first discussed in expert panel meetings for the IOC in 2006 and UNICEF in 2007. Those 

participating represented entities of the UN agencies and children’s NGOs (UNICEF, UNICEF UK, the 

NSPCC’s Child Protection in Sport Unit), high-performance sport (the US Olympic Committee, the Hong 

Kong Sports Institute), development stakeholders (sport for development consultant for the Norwegian 

Olympic Committee), sport security (the ICSS), the charitable sector (Oak Foundation), advocacy 

organisations (Safe4Athletes), researcher-advocates in institutes of higher learning (Brunel University 

London, Winnipeg University, the Norwegian School of Sport Sciences), and sports medicine. Key 

outcomes of these meetings included agreement on the need to create an organisation dedicated to 

working with others to raise awareness and develop collaborative responses to prevent athlete abuse 

and to help protect athletes and, in particular, children in sport. SSI, the new organisation, has developed 

a Strategic Plan and the ‘Safe Sport International Declaration and Principles’ (see box on page 20), which 

are being translated into several languages, while endorsements are being gathered from international 

sport bodies and athletes. Early adopters include the ICSS and the International Paralympic Committee.  

SSI seeks an end to violence and abuse against athletes. The founders agree that the sports movement 

should set up a mechanism that will ultimately monitor and quality assure compliance by all National 

Olympic Committees and international federations with the Safe Sport International Principles. In the 

longer term, we seek to embed these principles – and the actions they imply – in all sport organisations 

as a prerequisite for bidding to host major sport events. However, for such initiatives to be successful, th e 

support of all stakeholders in sport will be required, with safe sport policies and practices linked to good 

governance. 

This is clearly an ambitious project but one whose time has come. It will be vital to grow the organisation 

in a way, and at a pace, that the community of sport will accept. For this reason, the founders plan to 

begin with a permissive approach and move to a prescriptive one some years on. The permissive 

approach will be supportive, aspirational and educational, offering advice, information and examples of 

good practice to those whose sport organisations may be new to the ideas embodied in safe sport. Over 

time, the expectation is that the major international sport agencies will sign up to the code for 

prescriptive safe sport regulations and monitoring, just as happens with doping control now. However, 

this approach to quality assurance at the global level will only succeed if it builds on local action. Towards 

that objective, establishing a network of agencies and programmes for safe sport that can be used as 

mentors and good practice guides at the local level should be a key component of a strategy to combat 

athlete abuse. 

What difference will this initiative make? 

For sport organisations and athletes, this initiative will offer: clear guidelines on what is and is not 

permissible in regard to athlete welfare, inter-relationships, coaching practices and so on; and education 



and training to increase knowledge and spread good practice. Eventually, it will also offer: somewhere 

outside one’s own sport to refer issues and concerns; somewhere to adjudicate disputes about sanctions; 

and support systems for both victims of violence and those accused of perpetrating it. In 10-15 years’ 

time, we could anticipate the following success measures:  

1. SSI is identified as the go-to expert body for consulting on and developing safe sport practices. 

2. Standardised parameters and standards for athlete welfare practices are in place, with meanings shared 

throughout the major global sport and human rights networks. 

3. Parameters and standards for athlete welfare practices are implemented by IOC/National Olympics 

Committees/international federations. 

4. The IOC mandates safe sport parameters and standards as criteria for hosting events.  

5. SSI functions effectively with diverse representation from all regions and interests. 

6. Advice, education and support is available via customised tools and programmes for sport organisations 

on how to develop effective safe sport and harm-prevention measures. 

7. Robust auditing and feedback mechanisms are established and regularly updated.  

8. Systems for measuring compliance with welfare standards are designed, refined and implemented.  

9. A technology infrastructure is established and regularly updated, including a global database for 

information-sharing. 

10. Sustainable funding for SSI is achieved. 

A number of related developments are relevant to the formation of SSI. These include: 

 a recently formed IOC Working Group addressing harassment and abuse prevention and reporting  

to IOC President Thomas Bach; 

 comprehensive updating of the IOC Consensus Statement on Sexual Harassment and Abuse planned 

for late 2015 and its extension to include other forms of abuse to athletes;  

 the development of the IOC 2020 Vision, part of which we hope will address athlete welfare through 

safe sport; 

 the emerging IOC Youth Strategy in which child protection and safeguards should be a major plank; 

and 

 the completion in 2015 of the two-year trial of International Safeguards for Children in Sport, being 

coordinated via UNICEF UK and UK Sport, which could well become the de facto child protection 

component of SSI’s work. 

The next phase of development is to establish an organisational structure, to set up a web-based 

community of interest and to seek funding to move the initiative towards a formal launch during 2015. 

Empirical research and scientific studies are essential to underpin these efforts and to ensure that 

initiatives are always evidence based. SSI and the ICSS are in consultation about a resea rch programme 

that will deliver a sound evidence-based approach towards a deeper understanding of the issues and 

challenges that sport faces to ensure the prevention of athlete abuse so that sport can live up to its ethos 

of fair and free competition. 

Shaun McCarthy, Executive Director of the ICSS Enterprise, the ICSS research and development entity, 

says that the challenges faced by all stakeholders with a passion to safeguard sport are growing, as our 

world becomes increasingly complex. “This task is greater than any one organisation, and we recognise 



that a growing coalition of like-minded organisations will be needed to secure sport,” he says. “As such, 

we are proud to be associated with the efforts and initiative to launch SSI.”  

Professor Emerita Celia Brackenridge OBE is founding member of Safe Sport International. For further 

information, please email: info@safesportintl.org.uk 
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