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Safe Sport

Addressing Abuse
and Harassment

VIASPORT’S COMMITTMENT TO SAFE SPORT

Guiding Principles

viaSport seeks to carry out the
Safe Sport program objectives by
incorporating and evaluating its
performance on the following
guiding principles:

• Prioritize the building and
implementation of evidence-based
solutions that support people to
respond effectively to incidences of
abuse and harassment.
• Putting people at the centre and
demonstrating empathy for all
people’s lived realities
• Bringing together people across
sectors, especially those most
affected to expand impact
• Listening, establishing continuous
dialogue, responding, and amplifying
findings
• Intentionally sharing tools, resources
and learnings every step of the way
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Safe Sport in
British Columbia

Through the dedicated efforts of viaSport and the
Ministry of Tourism, Arts and Culture, British Columbia
is mobilizing around safe sport to eradicate abuse and
harassment. This comprehensive approach is among the
first of its kind in Canada, and will focus on providing
education and policy resources, building accountability
frameworks and leading a culture change process to
establish healthy relationships while minimizing risk.
For years, sport organizations at all levels have created
well-meaning anti-abuse policies, working with limited
awareness of the full scope of the problem. According
to the Canadian Centre for Child Protection, 84 percent
of Canadian youth aged three to 17 participate in sports,
and 2 - 8 percent of these minor-age athletes are victims
of sexual abuse. Sexual abuse is more commonly
perpetrated against girls than boys, and elite young

athletes are affected more often than those competing
in lower-levels. Ninety-eight percent of sport environment offenders were coaches, teachers, or instructors,
which shows that sport is at risk of attracting coaches or
volunteers who may seek to take advantage of opportunities to abuse children.
Understanding that this is a systemic issue, viaSport is
currently developing long-term solutions to confront
and eradicate abuse and harassment in sport.
Ethnographic research is one component of
viaSport’s overall Safe Sport Program, which is
constructing a process to build capacity and support
system-wide implementation of safe sport principles
in B.C., in harmony with the Red Deer Declaration
for the Prevention of Harassment, Abuse and
Discrimination.

Ethnographic research
to support safer sport
viaSport believes that all British Columbians
deserve equitable opportunities to develop
and realize their potential through sport.

The objectives of the
Safe Sport Program are:

Why did we take
this approach?

1.

1.

To deepen the understanding of the issues in
order to use evidence-based decision-making.

2.

To create sustainable solutions that consider new
ideas, are informed by stakeholders, and increase
capacity of organizations.

To increase awareness of the conditions that
make sport safe and to deepen the understanding of the challenges faced by Provincial
Sport Organizations (PSOs) to successfully
implement Safe Sport policy and program
recommendations.

2.

To identify and collaboratively build evidencebased solutions with PSOs and relevant
partners.

3.

To co-develop with government and other
stake-holders system level recommendations
that are expert-informed and in harmony with
the Red Deer Declaration and Federal Provincial
Territorial Working Group on Safety, Integrity,
and Ethics in Sport.

WHY WAS THE RESEARCH
CONDUCTED?

HOW WAS THE RESEARCH
CONDUCTED?

This research, preceded by two years of viaSport safe sport initiatives, is part of a multi-step
process to mobilize, build collective leadership
and to implement solutions for the province.

Between February and April 2019, a third-party
researcher conducted 17 ethnographic interviews,
all but one with representatives of Provincial
Sport Organizations (PSOs) in British Columbia.

In order to implement system wide sustainable
solutions, viaSport sought to first learn more
about the culture that has hindered movement
around safe sport, the ways in which Provincial
Sport Organizations (PSOs) are responding, and
other contextual considerations that impact an
organization’s ability and willingness to move
toward safer sport environments.

Interviews were guided by a set of core questions
and also allowed for additional insights to be
shared. The guiding questions were:

What characterizes the formal and informal
cultures of PSOs, particularly with respect to
safe sport?

What is the broader context in which PSOs are
operating?

What kinds of practices are they doing now and
hoping to do in future with respect to safe sport?

FINDINGS AT A GLANCE

1.
Attitudes towards safe sport
Some people feel that until a
publicized incident of abuse
occurs there is no urgency for
organizations to act

Since inclusion, diversity and abuse
are culturally interrelated, addressing
discrimination on any level will
impact the others

Sports that have had firsthand experience with safe
sport problems are the ones who have, out of necessity,
developed some of the most forward-thinking solutions.
“The numerous incidents that they have experienced
has forced them to reckon with it all.” They’ve wrestled
with the application and are now some of the early
adopters of innovative changes. In many cases, key
individuals who’ve had direct involvement in past incidents are personally invested and working to move
things forward.

The factors affecting sexual harassment and abuse are
highly interrelated with concepts of inclusion and the
push for safe access to sport for a wide range of people.
Although abuse, inclusion, and diversity are concepts
that can be separated in theory, interviews suggest that
successfully tackling any one issue will inevitably have
positive externalities on others.

People’s individual goals around
participation in sport deeply affects
how we behave
“We all come from different perspectives of what our
games look like.” At the root of behaviour is the aim
toward which individuals are working. Perceptions of
sport varied significantly as a means for performance
and excellence - sometimes framed as “old school”
approaches - or sport primarily as a means for personal
growth and enjoyment. A focus on performance may be
at odds with elements of safe sport, but it is frequently
reinforced in sport systems by selection criteria, funding
models, and professional advancement that prioritize
performance over all else.

Approaching all these problems as connected issues
will also allow organizations to align initiatives against
sexual harassment and abuse more closely with existing
contemporary pushes for inclusion and diversity.

FINDINGS AT A GLANCE

People are motivated to build
positive sport experiences but lack
the skills and a clear path to act
The majority of people working in sport are there
because they believe in it’s ability to empower personal
growth, community, and more. They want to see all
members of their sport have similarly positive experiences, and they self-identify as being motivated to
make sport safer for all. They’re on board, they’re just
not sure how to go about it.

Definititons of good coaching differ
greatly between individuals
One of the core complexities that surfaced during interviews is the degree to which people’s opinion of safety,
and therefore good coaching, can vary based on an individual athlete’s unique experiences and on an individual
athlete’s unique experiences and perceptions. “What I
like in a coach doesn’t necessarily mean it’s a coach that
someone else likes.” While the solutions that work toward
safer sport could afford individuals some degree of leeway
to define a mutually beneficial coaching style, minimum
standardsa must be set and complied wtih.

FINDINGS AT A GLANCE

2.
Characterizing the sport system
A culture of distrust and a rigid
sector structure undermines
organizations’ abilities to work
toward solutions collaboratively

The interpersonal, close knit nature
of sport can crate conditions that
challenge objectivity - but it’s also
one of sport’s greatest strengths

Participants articulated that sport systems were often
characterized by a high degree of distrust. This distrust
was frequently built over years and stemmed from “a
perception of [PSOs as] armchair professionals who’ve
made mistakes and who didn’t acknowledge what went
wrong.” Combined with a rigid hierarchy, in which each

Sport systems are highly interpersonal: “We’re close knit
- everyone knows each other.” People understandably
found it difficult to build relationships and maintain
objectivity about their peers, collaborators and friends.
They desired the opportunity to give people who erred
the benefit of the doubt and a chance - wishes that
may bedifficult to achieve when putting the needs of a
potential victim first. Any solutions must create space
for interpersonal relationship to continue as the foundation of sport, while creating boundaries that help
protect someone who alleges wrongdoing.

level of the system must defer to the levels above it, this
translated into a lack of transparency, secrecy, and
limited communications between organizations:
“Getting people [at LSOs] to communicate with us
is sometimes hard….we’re getting radio silence.” Not
surprisingly, this is undermining organization’s ability
to work toward safe sport collaboratively.
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Creating safer sport requires
involvement from all levels across
the systems - frontline individuals,
LSOs, PSOs, NSOs, and more
In a highly siloed system, LSOs, PSOs and NSOs each
hold unique responsibilities and portfolios. Most participants reported that their NSOs manage coach training
and policy, while LSOs are responsible for most frontline
delivery of safe sport initiatives. Creating safer sport
culture will require involvement from each level of sport;
no one level can effect the necessary change.

PSOs lack direct lines of
communication with athletes and
parents resulting in challenges to
receive and respond to safe sport
concerns
PSOs reported little in the way of direct communication
with athletes and parents. A small handful were actively
seeking feedback from athletes and often uncovering
information about safe sport issues, suggesting there
may be more to find. But this lack of communication
means that PSOs are working with problematic word
of mouth or finding out at the same time as the general
public, leaving little time to respond: “We probably
wouldn’t know about a safer sport issue until it hits the
news unless people are talking to us on a personal level.”

The perceived scarcity of volunteers
and coaches affects decision
making and behaviour
All participants feel that their organization faces a lack
of volunteers and/or coaches. This means that they’re
hesitant to discipline anyone; it might result in the loss
of personnel critical to the functioning of the program,
and “If they’re not running the program, there is no
program.” In this context, coaches and volunteers hold a
disproportionate amount of power in their relationships
with PSOs and clubs. “Our hands are tied because they
keep threatening to walk away.”

FINDINGS AT A GLANCE

3.
Responding to sexual harassment and abuse
Unclear understanding of the issue
and the expectations around unsafe
behaviour limits people’s motivation
to act.

People struggle to identify and
respond to unsafe sport practices
int he day-to-day when they aren’t
clearly criminal in nature.

Participants’ accounts demonstrated a wide range in
the way people are defining safe sport. This uncertainty
creates confusion and prevents cohesive responses. It’s
also at the root of much of people’s inaction. There are
no consistent guidelines to respond to safe sport and
often high costs for getting it wrong: ”If you don’t do it
right, the retaliation, the fall-out, can be horrible.” This
leaves people hesitant to act.

It’s not the clear cases of criminal behaviour that are
proving most difficult to manage. In these cases, the
response is typically clear: involve police. Instead, it’s the
less obvious day-to-day moments - a “bad comment” or
an action that felt “icky” - that participants are wrestling
with most. How do you respond without stepping on
toes? You “don’t know how big it will spiral out.” We
feel hesitant so “we turn the cheek,” despite the fact
that these could be part of a bigger pattern of abuse.

Policy is necessary, but alone is not
sufficient for people to act.
Policy has a place helping to tackle sexual harassment
and abuse. For many of the people interviewed, it was
something to fall back on to help guide their responses,
particularly when under pressure. But the majority of
participants’ discussion about safe sport focused on
people, not policy. They were wrestling with how to
apply policy - like Rule of Two - in real-life situations
Some have made up their own ways to navigate that
territory, while others are facing strong push-back from
stakeholders within their organizations who dismiss the
policies as impractical.

Organizations are seeking sector
collaboration and support from
experts to fill their safe sport
skills gaps.
People are already reaching out to copy and adopt the
best ideas from other sports: “There’s no point reinventing the wheel.” They’re hiring third-party organizations
to help them fill the skill gaps within their organizations,
and are open to greater collaboration between sports.
This willingness extends into building aligned policies
and codes and actings as tribunals for each other. Being
able to access experts with topical expertise in a timely
manner is high on organizations’ wish lists.

Where will
viaSport go next?
The content of this report shared the perspectives of 17
individuals on safe sport, their sport contexts, and the
opportunities and challenges inherent within them. This
ethnographic data, in combination with existing research,
is informing a collaborative approach with the sector to
develop long term solutions.

Research, consultation and solution building activities include:
•

Developing a Safe Sport Theory of Change for
B.C. to define long-term goals and identify the
conditions that must be present in order to reach
those goals.

•

Creating a Safe Sport Roadmap to help stakeholders translate opportunities into action.

•

Conducting solution design sessions, consulting
with stakeholders and experts in sport, business,
child protection, law, and government to inform
implementation and testing of safe sport strategies within active PSOs.

•

Co-developing system level solutions that are
expert-informed and in harmony with the Red
Deer Declaration and Federal Provincial Territorial
Working Group on Safety, Integrity, and Ethics
with provincial stakeholders.

Future reports published by viaSport
will share the learnings that emerge
during these next steps.

This report was authored by
Nicole Markwick for viaSport
hello@nicolemarkwick.com

Sincere thanks to all participants who willingly gave their time and honest
feedback, to viaSport staff who supported this research, and to sport
organizations who continue to support and push the envelope for safe sport.
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