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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

Little is known about the prevalence of gender-based violence Gender-based violence;
(GBV) in sport in European Union (EU) Member States (MS). The  (child/athlete) violence and
research question underpinning this study was therefore: What is abuse; homophobia;
the nature and extent of gender-based violence in sport in the  SPOrt prevalence
EU? The study involved a scoping exercise that mapped existing

research on the incidence and/or prevalence of any/all form(s) of

GBV in sport. This was complemented by interviews with key

stakeholders within each EU MS. Forty-one studies were identified

across 17 countries. Of these, none investigated the whole range

of behaviours that constitute GBV, so the prevalence of GBV in

sport in EU MS is unknown. The most commonly studied form of

GBV was sexual harassment, which had a reported prevalence

rate of between 1% and 64% due to different methodologies and

definitions. This variation is indicative of the challenges of study-

ing GBV, which are discussed in this paper. Without clear preva-

lence rates for of (all forms of) GBV, prevention efforts cannot be

efficiently targeted and the effectiveness of interventions cannot

be assessed. Among others, we recommend the European

Commission contract regular research in sport that uses a standar-

dised definition of GBV and a common methodological approach.

Gender-based violence in sport: an introduction

The first empirical work on violence in sport focussed on spectator violence (i.e. Case
& Boucher, 1981; Williams et al., 1984). By the mid-1990s, following feminist critiques
of male hegemony in sport (i.e. Hall, 1985; White & Brackenridge, 1985), researchers in
the UK and North America began to expand this work to other forms of violence, spe-
cifically sexual violence such as sexual harassment and exploitation, against adult and
child female athletes predominantly by male coaches (i.e. Brackenridge, 1994; Lenskyj,
1992). This work provided important insights into women'’s and girls’ experiences of
certain forms of gender-based violence (GBV) in sport and the impact on the
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proliferation, normalisation, and concealment of such violence on hegemonic mascu-
linity and socio-cultural norms within sport.

Research has since expanded to other countries and other forms of violence, includ-
ing and beyond forms of GBV, such as emotional and psychological abuse (Kerr et al.,
2020; Yabe et al, 2019), physical abuse, early specialisation and intensive training
(Lang, 2010a; McPherson et al.,, 2017; Oliver & Lloyd, 2015), bullying (Nery et al., 2020),
homophobic abuse (Baiocco et al., 2018), and hazing (Jeckell et al., 2018). Studies have
also explored the ways sports culture facilitates and normalises abusive practices and
enforces athlete compliance with these (Lang, 2010b; Zehntner, 2020), and the imple-
mentation and impact of sexual violence-prevention approaches (Nurse, 2018; Rulofs
et al,, 2019). In sum, research on violence, including GBV, in sport has burgeoned,
though much of the published work focuses on individual forms of GBV and notably
those that receive the most media coverage, namely sexual abuse and harassment
(Lang, 2021a). Research is also usually from single countries and often fails to acknow-
ledge the violence in question is rooted in gender inequity. Meanwhile, despite a sig-
nificant amount of data on the prevalence of violence in other contexts (i.e. domestic
abuse, workplace harassment, school bullying), research investigating the prevalence
of violence in sport, including GBV, remains relatively rare.

Studies of the prevalence of violence investigate the proportion of a population
that experience violence during a specific period, while studies of incidence identify
the number of new cases in a population within a specified period, usually one year
(Pereda et al., 2009). Empirical work to understand the prevalence of GBV is crucial for
several reasons. First, appropriate and effective policy responses to prevent and
address GBV depend on an accurate understanding of its prevalence. If a prevalence
study identifies that a particular form of GBV is a significant issue, for example, then it
is clear that prevention and management initiatives are needed around this, allowing
for efficient distribution of funds and efforts towards that topic. Once a baseline figure
for the prevalence of GBV in sport is established, this can be monitored at regular
intervals to determine whether or not the scale of the problem is increasing or
decreasing, and the extent to which a particular intervention is effective. This tracking
allows funders to distribute resources towards the most effective intervention strat-
egies. As such, knowing the prevalence of GBV in sport is critical for government, poli-
cymakers, welfare professionals, and all sport stakeholders. Data on the prevalence of
GBV in sport can also help convince sport stakeholders that the issue warrants atten-
tion. This is paramount given that, historically, sports organisations have been, at best,
slow to respond to concerns about violence and abuse and, at worse, in denial about
the issue and, as a result, reluctant to intervene (Brackenridge, 2001; Lang, 2021b).
These factors mean that the collection of robust prevalence data on all forms of vio-
lence in sport, including GBV, is essential.

In recognition of the dearth of data regarding GBV, the European Commission’s
Directorate-General for Education and Culture requested in 2015 that the Education,
Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA) launch a study to assess the nature
and extent of GBV in sport in the EU (see European Commission, 2014). This paper
reports the findings from this study, which was (and still is) the first to attempt to
measure the scope of GBV in professional and grassroots sports across all (then) 28 EU
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Member States. Findings that critically assess developments in Member State’s national
policy frameworks for GBV in sport have been published elsewhere (Lang et al., 2018).
This paper reports on the challenges in collating and understanding research on the
prevalence of GBV in sport before presenting research that has attempted to establish
the magnitude of GBV and/or its forms in sport within Member States. First, we dis-
cuss the study itself and how the data was collected.

The study

The definition of GBV in the European Commission’s (2014) Gender Equality in Sport:
Proposal for Strategic Actions 2014-2020 was used in the study: ‘violence directed
against a person because of that person’s gender (including gender identity/expres-
sion) or violence that affects persons of a particular gender disproportionately’
(European Commission, 2014, p. 47). Several forms of GBV were considered: verbal,
non-verbal, physical, and sexual harassment and abuse. These forms are not mutually
exclusive but overlapping categories. The study investigated GBV in the coach-athlete
relationship, the entourage of the sport-athlete relationship (e.g. officials, doctors,
physiotherapists), and the peer athlete-athlete relationship. It considered all 99 sports
listed on the European Commission’s webpage dedicated to sport (European
Commission, n.d.) from elite/professional to grassroots levels.

Data collection

A scoping exercise was undertaken to identify existing research published between
2000 and April 2016 that attempted to estimate the incidence and/or prevalence of
any form of GBV in sport in EU countries. The study was conducted before the United
Kingdom left the EU and so research relating to the UK was included. Relevant scien-
tific and ‘grey’ literature was identified by searching national/international academic
databases (i.e. EBSCO, SportDiscus), repositories of Master's and PhD theses, and a
range of relevant online sources such as National Olympic/Paralympic Committee and
sport federation websites. Where they existed, systems of registering (forms of) GBV in
each EU Member State were also consulted (i.e. child abuse/domestic abuse registra-
tion systems from within sport and/or child protection agencies, crime report-
ing statistics).

In addition, semi-structured interviews were conducted with key stakeholders and
experts within each EU Member State. In total, more than 100 interviews took place
with an approximate duration of 45-60 minutes per interview. These served to check
and/or complement the information gathered through the scoping exercise. Interviews
were conducted in the native language of the relevant country by national research-
ers. Respondents included policymakers and institutional/governmental officials
responsible for sport, child protection and gender equality officers within and outside
sport (particularly those working in the area of violence and abuse), experts in GBV in
sport such as academics and advocates, officers on Olympic/Paralympic committees
and sport confederations/federations/associations, members of LGBTQI + civil society
organisations, and feminist/women'’s rights associations focussed on sport.
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Challenges in understanding prevalence

In total, 41 studies were identified that attempted to measure one or more forms of
GBV in sport within one or more EU Member States (see Appendix 1). These covered
17 different Member States; their geographical distribution is indicated in Figure 1.
The number of studies identified in Figure 1 totals more than 41 because some stud-
ies covered multiple EU Member States and so are recorded twice, once in each coun-
try. We discuss these studies below. First, we present some of the challenges we faced
when investigating and interpreting the prevalence data.

Definitional challenges

Defining GBV is challenging and is influenced by historical, political, cultural, and social
factors (Henry, 2018; Mergaert et al., 2016). Consequently, various definitions of GBV
exist. Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, the definitions of (forms of) GBV used in the 41
studies identified for this research varied considerably. None of the studies used the
EC's definition of GBV. In addition, some failed to acknowledge the gendered aspect
of the violence being investigated. For example, some studies considered types of sex-
ual violence but did not define the form(s) of violence being investigated as a type of
GBYV, failing to acknowledge the behaviour as rooted in inequitable gender relations.
The differing age of sexual consent across EU Member States also caused chal-
lenges. Ages of legal consent vary, making comparison of data across countries

Figure 1. Overview of available research about GBV in sport in EU Member States at the time of
the research. The numbers indicate the number of studies identified per country.
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difficult. In addition, sexual activity that involves children under the legal age of con-
sent is automatically categorised as child sexual abuse, even if the child involved
believes they consented (Waites, 2005) and, therefore, may have reported in self-
administered prevalence studies that they did not experience sexual abuse.

Question formulation also impacted on prevalence rates and rendered cross-country
comparisons problematic. Definitions used varied from objective to subjective; some
studies used objective, often legal, definitions of violence/abuse and asked respond-
ents to indicate if they had experienced behaviours in these categories regardless of
whether or not they considered the behaviour abusive. Others focussed on ‘victims”
subjective interpretations of their experience. Furthermore, a handful of studies used
witnessing forms of GBV as a proxy measure for prevalence instead of or as well as
asking respondents if they had experienced (forms of) GBV themselves. This lack of
consensus represents a significant limitation for comparisons of existing prevalence
rates of GBV in sport.

Methodological challenges

In addition to these challenges, a variety of approaches were used to collect the data
we report here. Some studies focussed only on sport contexts, targeting only either
current or former athletes as respondents. Others used general population samples
and named sport as one of several settings in which GBV occurred. These differing
approaches have significant consequences for understandings of the extent of GBV
within sport. In studies of the general population, not all respondents will be involved
in sport. Consequently, those reporting experiences of GBV in sport will be lower than
if the study had focussed only on sport contexts. Equally, when sport settings are
aggregated within other settings (such as leisure or youth settings), it is impossible to
identify an estimated prevalence rate for GBV that occurs specifically within sport. On
the other hand, investigating individuals’ experiences of GBV across different socio-cul-
tural settings and among general population samples has the advantage of resulting
in clear comparisons between settings, which is often of interest to policymakers.

Meanwhile, some studies used large and/or representative samples of the general
population, while others targeted certain subgroups within sport (such as student-ath-
letes or ‘elite’ athletes) and had relatively small samples. Variations in both the sample
size and the composition of the sample require caution when interpreting data and
results can rarely be generalised to broader population groups or settings. Studies
that ask respondents to report retrospectively on their experiences, as was the case in
many of the studies reported on here, are also problematic given that memory bias
can enhance and/or impair the recall of past experiences, resulting in false negatives
and measurement error (Hardt & Rutter, 2004).

A further challenge related to understanding the motive behind the incidents
reported. It cannot and should not be assumed that every act of violence reported in
research and official reports of GBV is linked to the ‘victim’s’ gender. Some studies
identified in this research did not specifically consider the motives for the violence
reported or did not disaggregate on the basis of the sex and/or gender expression or
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identity of ‘victims’. As such, it is not always possible to distinguish between violence
that is rooted in gender inequity and that which is not.

One final issue relating to research on the prevalence of GBV in and beyond sport
is the sensitivity of the topic. Response rates in several of the studies were low and
convenience samples were commonly used. It is also possible that people with experi-
ence of GBV are more inclined to participate in studies on this topic than those who
do not have such experiences. These factors could cause bias due to possible differen-
ces in responders versus non-responders on the research variables (Meterko et al.,
2015). Indeed, research on sensitive topics often has a higher likelihood of non-disclos-
ure and lower response rates than other forms of research (Radford et al, 2011).
Consequently, studies of the prevalence of GBV (and other forms of violence) such as
those reported here likely underestimate the extent of the problem. In some countries,
stakeholders interviewed for the study suggested that the taboo nature of GBV and, in
some cases, the outright denial by those in authority that GBV occurs in sport, may
explain why there are relatively few studies of the prevalence of (forms of) GBV in
sport in EU Member States and why response rates are often low in existing studies.
These caveats make comparison between and interpretation of the studies identified
challenging. Nevertheless, the work reported below represents an important, albeit
tentative, first step towards understanding the prevalence of GBV in EU sport.

Estimates of the prevalence of GBV in EU sport

None of the 41 studies identified for this research used the EC's definition of GBV and
none considered all forms of GBV in sport that encompass the EC’s definition (See
Appendix 1). It is therefore not possible to provide an overall estimate of the preva-
lence of GBV in EU Member States. Despite this, and notwithstanding the caveats
noted above, the studies offer a useful insight into the extent of (certain forms of)
GBV in sport. The following section discusses the forms of GBV identified along with
prevalence rates. The studies are grouped based on the terminology they used.

Sexual harassment

The most frequently studied form of GBV in sport was sexual harassment: Of the 41
studies, 18 attempted to measure (alone or in combination with other forms of GBV)
the prevalence of sexual harassment in sport across 10 countries (see Appendix 2). In
these studies, the prevalence rate varied between 1% and 64%.

Several studies used current or former student-athletes or students as their sample
(Alexander et al., 2011; Fasting et al, 2011, 2014; Martin & Junca, 2014; Vanden
Auweele et al,, 2008), while others used a general sample of athletes. Three studies
included a range of sport stakeholders as respondents - athletes, club administrators,
referees, and trainers/coaches (Romijn et al,, 2013, 2014, 2015) - while another study
involved women in the general population and included sport as one possible setting
where sexual harassment could occur (Mueller, 2007). Most studies asked about expe-
riences of sexual harassment across all sports but one focussed on athletes in a single
sport — equestrian events (Laukkanen, 2015). Most of the studies included only females
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in their sample (Chroni & Fasting, 2009; Fasting et al., 2011; Fasting & Knorre, 2005;
Martin & Junca, 2014; Mueller, 2007; Sand et al., 2011; Vanden Auweele et al., 2008),
and one included only men and women who identified as non-heterosexual (Elling
et al., 2011).

Rather than report overall prevalence rates, some studies disaggregated results by
the respondents’ perceptions of the seriousness of the behaviour experienced, further
complicating comparisons. For example, Vanden Auweele et al. (2008) reported a
prevalence of 13% for ‘very serious’ sexually harassing behaviours among respondents
at one university and between 44% and 50% for ‘serious’ behaviours. Meanwhile, stu-
dents from a second university reported a prevalence of between 2% and 5% for ‘very
serious’ and between 20% and 25% for ‘serious’ behaviours. Three studies (Romijn
et al, 2013, 2014, 2015) gave figures for the number of sport stakeholders who
reported witnessing a case of sexual harassment in sport in the past year rather than
for personally experiencing sexual harassment. As such, these studies were reporting
incidence rates rather than prevalence rates. One study (Sand et al.,, 2011) did not gen-
erate any new data on the prevalence of sexual harassment in sport; rather it con-
ducted secondary analyses of the data gathered by Fasting et al. (2011) to identify the
relationship between coaching styles and experiences of sexual harassment in sport. It
was included in our study because the remit of our study was to identify all research
that reported prevalence rates. The study found the more authoritarian the coaching
style adopted, the higher the reported rate of sexual harassment.

A common finding across studies that included males and females was that female
athletes, whether adults or children, were more likely to report experiencing sexual
harassment than males. In addition, studies that included athletes from across the per-
formance spectrum showed that elite athletes are at higher risk of experiencing sexual
harassment than athletes at lower performance levels.

Meanwhile, an additional two studies asked respondents if they had witnessed
‘undesirable conduct’ in sport, with the definition of ‘undesirable conduct’ including
sexually harassing behaviours as well as other ‘unethical behaviours’, such as physical
aggression, smoking, and alcohol consumption. One found 26% of sport stakeholders
had witnessed such behaviour (Tiessen-Raaphorst et al., 2008), while the other found
17% had witnessed sexist jokes about women (Tiessen-Raaphorst & Breedveld, 2007).
Crucially, however, these studies included multiple behaviours under the banner of
‘undesirable conduct’, including some that clearly fall within the EC’s definition of
GBV; others, such as physical aggression, that may or may not; and still others, such as
smoking, that do not constitute GBV. Consequently, it is impossible to state GBV
prevalence rates from these studies with any certainty or say whether gender was an
aggravating factor in behaviours that constituted GBV.

Sexual violence

The second most frequently used term in the studies was ‘sexual violence'. Eight stud-
ies covering seven countries used this term (see Appendix 3), reporting prevalence
rates of between 0.2% and 14%. Definitions of sexual violence used in the studies
again varied but included both contact and non-contact behaviours. In some studies,
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definitions of ‘sexual violence’ overlapped with studies cited above that investigated
sexual harassment, making comparison between studies and countries difficult. Five
studies investigated forms of violence experienced by a sub-group of the general
population, specifically women (Mueller, 2007) and children (Fico, 2013;
Kinderrechtencommissariaat, 2011; Stadler et al., 2012; TNS Latvia, 2015). These also
investigated other forms of violence beyond sexual violence and did not explicitly
refer to GBV or acknowledge sexual or other forms of violence as rooted in gender
inequity. Additionally, since these studies involved general population samples, very
few respondents had experience of participating in sport, compromising the resulting
prevalence rates.

In other studies (i.e. Fico, 2013; Mueller, 2007), sport was grouped together with
other settings, reducing the extent they can be used to inform us about sexual vio-
lence rates in sport. For example, in Fico (2013) sports staff were included within a
general category of ‘other adult known to victim’ alongside neighbours, sales staff,
and religious leaders. Similarly, Mueller (2007) grouped sports coaches together with
staff from nursing, childcare, youth centres, or leisure settings. Consequently, the
prevalence rates reported for sport in these studies need to be treated with caution as
sport was only one of several settings included and very few respondents reported
their abuse occurred in these settings (i.e. only 3 out of 1,560 respondents in
Fico, 2013).

There were also significant differences across studies in terms of the types of vio-
lence explored. While some studies that used the term ‘sexual violence’ investigated
only sexual violence, most investigated various forms of violence, including but not
limited to sexual forms (i.e. Fico, 2013; Mueller, 2007; Vertommen et al., 2016). To fur-
ther complicate matters, some studies separated results into contact or non-contact
forms of sexual violence - for example, being touched inappropriately (contact) versus
receiving a sexually explicit text message (non-contact) (Stadler et al, 2012; TNS
Latvia, 2015) — while others did not differentiate in this way.

Several studies asked respondents retrospectively about their experiences as chil-
dren (Stadler et al.,, 2012; Vertommen et al., 2016) and defined ‘child’ using the age of
sexual consent in the country where the study was conducted. Others asked only
about experiences as adults (Mueller, 2007), and others questioned current athletes,
regardless of age, so included children and adults in their sample and did not differen-
tiate between these in their results (Décamps et al., 2008). Only one study disaggre-
gated results by sexual orientation, ethnicity, and disability (Vertommen et al., 2016).

Three studies used samples of individuals screened in advance as playing/having
played sport (Décamps et al, 2008; Johansson, 2012; Vertommen et al, 2016). Of
these, two investigated (forms of) GBV violence in a single country (France and
Sweden, respectively); only Vertommen et al. (2016) provided a comparison of experi-
ences of sexual violence across two countries, the Dutch-speaking areas of the
Netherlands and Belgium (Flanders). In studies that used samples from sport popula-
tions, the reported prevalence rate for sexual violence was between 5% and 17%. On
the other hand, studies that questioned respondents about their experiences of sexual
violence in general, rather than specifically in sport, found lower rates, between 0.2%
and 3%. Most studies found women reported experiencing sexual violence more than
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men. Finally, one study provided separate statistics for respondents’ personal experien-
ces of sexual violence and for whether they had witnessed (forms of) sexual violence
(Stadler et al., 2012). The study, which used a general population sample and asked
about experiences in a range of settings including sports clubs, found that 3.2% of
males and 0.6% of females reported experiencing sexual violence that involved phys-
ical contact and 4.2% of females reported experiencing non-contact sexual violence
(e.g. being shown pornography) in sports clubs. No males reported experiencing non-
contact sexual violence in this setting. Meanwhile, 0.9% of males and 1.4% of females
had witnessed acts of ‘exhibitionism’ (‘flashing’), one form of sexual violence, in sports
clubs (Stadler et al., 2012).

Sexual abuse

The term ‘sexual abuse’ was used in four studies (Helweg-Larsen, 2003; Nielsen, 2001;
Stoeckel, 2010; Vanden Auweele et al., 2008). Most commonly, this term was used
when investigating (forms of) GBV perpetrated against children in sport. Across these
studies, the prevalence rate varied between 0.3% and 14%.

Of these studies, three were conducted in Denmark with male and female respond-
ents (Helweg-Larsen, 2003; Nielsen, 2001; Stoeckel, 2010), while one was conducted in
the Flemish region of Belgium with only female respondents (Vanden Auweele et al.,
2008). One used a general population sample (Helweg-Larsen, 2003) while the others
used samples from within sport. Notably, the general population study (Helweg-
Larsen, 2003) reported a much lower prevalence rate than the other three studies,
highlighting our earlier concern regarding the use of general population samples to
investigate prevalence rates within sport. This same study focussed solely on sexual
abuse; the three others also addressed non-sexual abuse. Again, what constituted sex-
ual abuse in each study was defined differently. Stoeckel (2010) and Vanden Auweele
et al. (2008) asked about experiences of a range of sexual behaviours. Vanden
Auweele et al. (2008) included behaviours that would perhaps more accurately be
defined as sexual harassment (i.e. making sexual comments) or sexual exploitation (i.e.
being sexually propositioned in exchange for rewards), while Stoeckel (2010) included
consensual sexual relationships between a coach and an adult athlete as well as illegal
sexual activity between an adult coach and a child athlete, though results were disag-
gregated by the age of the respondent making it possible to identify objectively
defined child sexual abuse. Meanwhile, some studies did not exclusively investigate
sexually abusive behaviours. For example, Vanden Auweele et al. (2008) asked athletes
if they had ever experienced a coach telling lewd jokes, inviting them to attend a
non-sporting social event such as dinner, or giving them a back massage, while
Nielsen (2001) asked about a coach making fun of an athlete’s performance.
Importantly, while such behaviours may, depending on the context, be unethical, they
do not necessarily constitute sexual abuse. It is also impossible to know if the behav-
iours experienced were directed against the athletes because of their gender, making
it impossible to determine if all the prevalence rates reported should be classified as
(forms of) GBV.
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Importantly, in one of the studies (Nielsen, 2004) 8% of children in sport (defined in
the study as under age 18 as per the Danish age for sexual consent) reported engag-
ing in an intimate relationship with a coach before they reached 18. However, in a
separate question, only 0.2% of respondents reported they had experienced sexual
abuse. In other words, there were clear differences between child respondents’ experi-
ences of legally defined sexual abuse and their perceptions of whether particular
behaviours constituted sexual abuse; many did not construct their relationships as abu-
sive, despite a child not being able to legally consent to sexual contact.

Sexual harm and sexual assault

Two studies, one in the UK and one in France, used the term ‘sexual harm’ (Alexander
et al,, 2011; Décamps et al., 2008). Both focussed only on the experiences of children
in sport. Use of the term ‘harm’ in this context is likely because subjective descriptions,
such as whether a behaviour caused or could cause harm to a child, often feature
within national definitions of child abuse alongside more objective examples of acts
that constitute child abuse (see World Health Organization, 2016). These studies
reported prevalence rates for sexual harm between 2% and 57% - a difference that
can be attributed to the different definitions used and the range of behaviours asked
about. In the UK study, Alexander et al. (2011) defined sexual harm as being forced to
kiss someone, having someone expose their genitals to them, being touched sexually
against their will, someone trying to have sex with them against their will, or being
forced to have penetrative sex. They reported a prevalence rate of 3% for these forms
of sexual harm. Meanwhile, Décamps et al. (2008) defined sexual harm as four separ-
ate behaviours: (1) sexual harassment, (2) exhibitionism/ voyeurism, (3) sexual attacks,
and (4) sexual assault/aggression. They questioned adult and child athletes about their
experiences as children in sport and found that 13% of female respondents and 10%
of male respondents reported experiencing some form of sexual harm.

The term ‘sexual assault’ was used in two studies, both from France (Choquet,
2001; Décamps et al., 2008). The prevalence for sexual assault was between 2% and
7%. As with other studies reported here, there were significant differences between
the definitions and samples used. Choquet’s (2001) study used a small sample of 117
sports students at one university. Meanwhile, in Décamps et al. (2008) study, the ques-
tionnaire was disseminated through national and some regional sports institutes, uni-
versity faculties of sport, and some high schools. As a result, some of the largest
national sport federations in France were excluded from the study (cycling, for
example) as were many professional athletes, and only eight out of the then-26
French regions were included. In both these studies, therefore, the samples were not
representative so the results should be treated with caution.

Emotional/ psychological violence’ and physical violence

GBV is not only sexual in nature and while studies reporting sexual forms of GBV
dominated, some research addressed other forms. Four studies from four different
countries, all of which also asked about sexual violence, investigated the prevalence of
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emotional/psychological violence in sport (Alexander et al., 2011; Bosnar et al., 2007;
TNS Latvia, 2015; Vertommen et al., 2016). The reported prevalence rate across these
was between 2% and 80%. Meanwhile, five studies covering six countries reported on
forms of physical violence (Alexander et al., 2011; Bosnar et al., 2007; Romijn et al.,
2015; TNS Latvia, 2015; Vertommen et al., 2016). These reported prevalence rates of
between 1% and 50%, with differences again attributable to the definitions used.

Importantly, while GBV can manifest through emotional/psychological and physical
violence, the studies cited above did not investigate whether the respondents’
believed experiences of these forms of violence were related to their gender or gen-
der identity/expression. However, it is likely these studies remain relevant to under-
standing GBV rates in sport since in at least two cases (Alexander et al, 2011;
Vertommen et al.,, 2016) results indicate that athletes of one sex were disproportion-
ately affected, meaning they fall within the EC's definition of GBV (European
Commission, 2014). Admittedly, it is impossible to know how much of the violence
reported in these studies was directed against respondents because of their gender,
gender identity and/or gender expression and it is possible that the studies may over-
estimate the extent of emotional/psychological and physical violence in sport that
results from inequitable gender relations. However, any over-estimation would be
compensated for by the fact that it has long been recognised that underestimating is
a greater risk than overestimating when it comes to sensitive topics such as the preva-
lence of violence (Maughan & Rutter, 1997). In addition, research on emotional/psy-
chological and physical violence in sport is likely to further underestimate the extent
of the problem because many such behaviours are normalised as part of sports prac-
tice (Lang, 2021a; Solstad & Strandbu, 2019).

Homophobic violence

Research that investigates the extent of homophobic violence in sport remains rare,
even within EU countries where studies on other forms of GBV in sport exist. In
Germany, for example, where there is research on the magnitude of certain forms of
GBV in sport and where sport policy and legislative frameworks exist nationally for
preventing and managing forms of GBV (Rulofs et al., 2019), no studies were identified
that attempted to measure the magnitude of homophobic violence in sport. This is a
concern given that athletes who identify as LGBTQI + are known to be at higher risk
of experiencing all forms of violence in sport than non-LGBTQI + athletes (Vertommen
et al.,, 2016).

Only four of the 41 studies, covering only three countries, included any information
on homophobic violence in sport (Denison & Kitchen, 2015; Kokkonen, 2012; Romijn
et al., 2013, 2015). One included in the sample only athletes belonging to gender or
sexual minorities (Kokkonen, 2012), while another compared prevalence rates for forms
of violence experienced by heterosexual athletes and athletes who identified as gay or
lesbian (Denison & Kitchen, 2015). Across studies, prevalence rates for homophobic
violence were between 4% and 89% depending on the type of behaviour experienced
(i.e. bullying, verbal abuse, physical violence).
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Notable developments

Despite the significant challenges and limitations reported above, one noteworthy
positive development is evident in more recent studies: There is a trend towards using
more rigorous methodologies for measuring the extent of (forms of) GBV in sport.
More recently conducted research tended to adopt more robust methodological
designs — using representative samples and more comparable variables, for example
(i.e. Vertommen et al., 2016). The most recent research was also more likely to include
male respondents rather than focus only on women and girls in recognition that vio-
lence against men can also be gendered (Carpenter, 2006; i.e. Vertommen et al., 2016).

Examples of cross-cultural comparative work are also beginning to appear. Fasting
et al. (2011) adopted the same methodology to collect data on sexual harassment
experienced by student-athletes in three European countries (Norway, the Czech
Republic, and Greece) whereby the key concepts and example behaviours in the study
were translated into the languages of the target populations. Vertommen et al. (2016)
adopted a similar approach in their study in Belgium and the Netherlands.

Conclusion and recommendations

While the data clearly indicated that GBV in sport exists, methodological and defin-
itional limitations in research represent major stumbling blocks to a robust under-
standing of the extent of GBV in sport across and within EU Member States. There is
an absence of reliable prevalence data on (all forms of) GBV in sport. While there is
some limited evidence of scientifically sound prevalence estimates for (certain forms
of) GBV in sport in a handful of Member States, no data on the magnitude of the
problem exists in most countries; data on (forms of) GBV in sport was only identified
in 17 countries, meaning no data was available in 11 countries between 2000 and
2016 and no studies on the prevalence of GBV in sport in the EU have since
been published.

Nevertheless, the figures reported here indicate that, as Palermo et al. (2014)
note about GBV in wider society, GBV is widespread in sport. Representative sam-
ples for all sport disciplines were not available from the 41 studies identified.
However, to date there is no evidence to indicate that there are any significant dif-
ferences in prevalence rates of (forms of) GBV between different sport disciplines,
though more work is needed on this. Most studies that provide sex-disaggregated
figures report a higher prevalence of (most forms of) GBV in sport among women
and girls compared with men and boys, especially for sexual violence. However,
some empirical work that has focussed on a range of forms of GBV suggests that
rates of physical (forms of) violence may be higher among males compared with
females (Vertommen et al., 2016). This highlights the importance of including men
and boys in future studies.

Furthermore, only a handful of studies disaggregate data by sexual orientation and/
or sexual identity, with most conceptualising gender in a simplistic, binary way and
ignoring trans, queer, and non-binary individuals completely. Similarly, few studies
address other markers of gendered difference, such as disability and ethnicity. As
such, existing data rarely engage with gender inequity from an intersectional
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perspective. Studies that do disaggregate data indicate higher levels of sexual forms of
GBV perpetrated against LGBTQI+, disabled, and ethnic minority athletes (Alexander
et al., 2011; Denison & Kitchen, 2015; Vertommen et al., 2016). Therefore, specific
attention should be paid within policy development and evaluation on GBV in sport
to (forms of) violence committed against specific groups.

Future research must also avoid adopting a single-issue approach and instead rec-
ognise the value of intersectionality in understanding and preventing GBV in sport.
Specifically, more research is needed to understand to what extent and how gender
intersects with other forms of oppression. Indeed, research from outside sport sug-
gests racism, homophobia, transphobia, and ableism can be contributing factors to
violence. This impacts on individuals’ and institutional responses to suspicions or dis-
closures of violence (Fitzgerald, 2021; Iganski, 2016; Krieger, 2008; Mueller et al., 2019;
Rodger et al., 2020; Thorneycroft & Asquith, 2021). Research on GBV in sport has yet
to acknowledge or investigate these issues so this must be a priority for future
researchers and sport policymakers.

Strong empirical evidence on the extent of GBV in sport is vital. Despite the almost
total absence of robust prevalence data, several countries have developed policies and
prevention programmes to combat GBV in sport (see Mergaert et al., 2016). However,
without the existence of baseline prevalence estimates within sport in every EU
Member State, it is impossible to measure the effectiveness (or otherwise) of such ini-
tiatives or to know which forms of GBV require the most urgent response.

Some countries are still reluctant to acknowledge that GBV occurs in sport (see
Lang & Hartill, 2015) and in some countries data on (any form of) violence against
adults and children in wider society is lacking so it is unsurprising that there is no
data on GBV in sport either. It would be short-sighted to assume that GBV does not
occur in sport where there is, as yet, no prevalence data. Equally important, however,
is the recognition that, as is the case with GBV in other settings (such as the family,
workplaces), where attempts have been made to measure the prevalence of (forms of)
GBV in sport, these figures are almost certainly a significant underestimate of the
extent of the problem as many cases are never reported or disclosed (Andersson
et al, 2009; Hartill & Lang, 2018). As mentioned earlier, identifying the prevalence of
GBV in sport can only positively impact policymaking in this area.

Since the data reported here were compiled and reported to the EACEA in late
2016, there has been no new research published that measures (forms of) GBV in
sport across EU Member States. To address the current lack of robust prevalence data,
the European Commission, with the support of Member States, should commission
regular research that uses the same definitions and adopts a common methodological
approach to facilitate comparisons over time. In early 2021, the EC's newly established
‘High Level Group on Gender Equality in Sport’ convened for the first time (Fonda,
2021). This group offers one pathway to tackling gender inequity in EU sport and we
suggest that proposing and supporting ways of addressing the gap in knowledge
regarding the prevalence of GBV in sport across Member States as one point of action
for the group.

We also suggest that questions aimed at measuring the extent of GBV in different
settings, including in sport, be included in national and European studies that already
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exist, such as in general household surveys, in the European survey on GBV that is
coordinated by the Fundamental Rights Agency (on the condition that this survey is
broadened to include men and not only women affected by GBV in and beyond
sport), or in the European Commission Eurobarometer surveys.

Finally, while the research reported here focussed on what is known about the
prevalence of (forms of) GBV in sport against athletes, we also acknowledge that very
little is known about GBV perpetrated against other members of the sports commu-
nity, such as coaches and sports officials. Concerted efforts are needed to address
this gap.

Note

1. These terms are used interchangeably in the literature.
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