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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.
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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 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 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 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 microaggressions, 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).



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.
 

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 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 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 microaggressions 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:


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 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.

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 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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FOOTNOTES

1For 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).

2Universities 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).

3Lesbian, 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).

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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