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GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS  

Abuse of power – the misuse of a position of power 
to take unjust advantage of individuals, 
organisations or governments. 
 
Elite sport – sport at the highest level of 
competition. 
 
Gender-based violence – harmful acts directed at 
an individual based on their gender and rooted in 
gender inequality, the abuse of power and harmful 
norms.  
 
Grassroots sport – organised and non-organised 
physical leisure activity, practised regularly at non-
professional level for health, educational or social 
purposes.  
 
Ombudsperson – an independent official who 
investigates, reports on, and helps settle complaints 
of abuse.  
 
Prevention framework – a process that an 
organisation can follow to prevent and reduce the 
prevalence of abuse.  
 
Reporting mechanism – a system designed to 
receive and handle reports of abuse and corruption.  
 
Safeguarding – a set of policies and procedures 
that sport organisations can put in place to protect 
athletes from harassment and abuse, often – 
though not exclusively – designed to protect 
children and young people.  
 
Sextortion – the abuse of power to obtain a sexual 
benefit or advantage.  
 
Sexual abuse – unwanted sexual activity, with 
perpetrators using force, threats or other forms of 

coercion, or taking advantage of victims who are not 
able to give consent. 
 
Sport governance – the exercise of power in the 
sport sector, with consideration given to influence, 
authority, and the nature of decision-making.  
 
Sport governing body – a sport organisation that 
has a regulatory or sanctioning function.  
 
Sport organisation – the generic term for a range 
of sport-related entities, including sport governing 
bodies, international and national sport federations, 
national umbrella organisations, and elite-level and 
grassroots sport clubs.  
 
Sport sector – recreational, competitive and high-
level sport from grassroots to elite level, including 
professional sport and leagues, under the rules of 
the International Olympic Committee, international 
federations, and international and national umbrella 
organisations.  
 
Survivor/victim – the term victim typically refers to 
someone who has experienced sexual abuse and is 
often used in the context of criminal proceedings. 
The term survivor typically refers to someone who is 
going or has gone through the recovery process 
after experiencing sexual abuse. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Sextortion – defined broadly as the abuse of power 
to obtain a sexual benefit – is pervasive and 
widespread. It occurs across the globe and in many 
sectors, including education, the police, the courts, 
the civil service, refugee camps, passport control 
and many others. 

Survivors/victims can suffer serious, sometimes life-
changing, consequences. These include loss of self-
esteem, poor academic performance, self-harm, 
depression, anxiety, substance abuse disorders  
and suicide.  

Sextortion tends to go largely unreported. Those 
affected are typically confronted by social stigma 
and cultural taboos, and it is often difficult to prove 
the abuse. In many cases, there are no safe, gender-
sensitive reporting mechanisms that can provide  
the support that survivors/victims of sexual abuse 
often need.1  

This report focuses on sextortion in sport, as a 
sector that is particularly vulnerable to sextortion, 
but has great potential as a channel to promote 
positive role models. Building on Transparency 
International’s 2020 study Breaking the Silence 
Around Sextortion: the Links Between Power, Sex and 
Corruption, it aims to identify the root causes of 
sextortion in the sport sector and inform the design 
of measures to prevent, report and sanction 
sextortion and other forms of sexual abuse in  
this sector. 

The report draws on reported cases of sextortion 
and other forms of sexual abuse from around the 
world, with a focus on Germany, Mexico, Romania 
and Zimbabwe. While the report aims to address 
sextortion rather than sexual abuse more broadly, it 

also recognises that the two are closely related and 
efforts to address one are likely to have positive 
knock-on effects on the other. Therefore, the report 
includes some discussion of efforts to prevent, 
report and sanction sexual abuse more generally, 
but with an emphasis on measures that address the 
specific nature of sextortion. 

Sextortion in the sport sector  

Sexual abuse is a widespread problem that affects 
all sport in all regions of the world. Given that many 
of the most serious cases of abuse this report 
documents involve a person of authority as the 
perpetrator and include some form of explicit or 
implicit demand for sexual benefits, such cases can 
be interpreted as sextortion, regardless of whether 
they have been explicitly labelled as such by 
authorities and researchers. This would suggest that 
reducing the prevalence of sexual abuse, including 
sextortion, in the sport sector fundamentally 
requires greater oversight and control of those in 
positions of power. 

The sport sector is uniquely vulnerable to sextortion 
due to a combination of structural, environmental 
and behavioural factors that generate conditions 
conducive to the abuse of power and sexual abuse.  

Firstly, the fundamental principle of autonomy of 
sport governance means that there is very little 
external oversight or scrutiny of sport organisations. 
As a result, many operate with wide margins of 
discretion in their decision-making and a lack of 
transparency around such decisions, while resisting 
calls for meaningful change. Therefore, it is not 
surprising that many organisations have failed to 

https://www.transparency.org/en/publications/breaking-the-silence-around-sextortion
https://www.transparency.org/en/publications/breaking-the-silence-around-sextortion
https://www.transparency.org/en/publications/breaking-the-silence-around-sextortion
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develop adequate internal prevention, detection 
and reporting mechanisms for abuse.  

The absence of strong external pressure for reform 
has led to a concentration of power within the sport 
sector over decades. This provides fertile ground for 
the cultivation of patronage networks, nepotism and 
“old boys’ clubs” that protect the status quo. Power 
is held almost exclusively by men due to the 
persistence of deeply rooted sexist attitudes in 
many sporting cultures, leading to hyper-masculine 
environments that are particularly conducive to the 
exploitation of vulnerable people and the 
concealment of abuse. The gender imbalance in 
leadership and coaching positions, coupled with a 
persistent gender pay gap, make women’s sport 
particularly vulnerable to abuse, including 
sextortion. 

Secondly, the nature of interpersonal relationships, 
which are often characterised by dependency and 
unclear boundaries, carry specific risks for sexual 
abuse. This is particularly true of relationships 
between women athletes and their (predominantly 
male) coaches. These dependencies are reinforced 
by a sporting culture that promotes values such as 
endurance and loyalty, and in which the authority 
and expert status of coaches and other influential 
actors is rarely questioned. In these circumstances, 
athletes are conditioned to tolerate abuse and to 
put the well-being of the team above their own so 
abuse goes unreported. All of this occurs in a 
context in which close physical and emotional 
contact is common and often largely unsupervised, 
which provides greater opportunities for emotional, 
physical and sexual abuse to go undetected. 

Together, these factors have led to the emergence 
of a widespread culture of silence and impunity in 
the sport sector when it comes to all forms of abuse. 
This culture persists in part because sport 
organisations are often more concerned with 
protecting their reputation than meeting the needs 
of victims and survivors or learning from their 
mistakes. The result is that, in many cases, 
perpetrators are allowed to stay in the same 
organisation or move to others without 
consequences. 

Addressing sextortion in the sport 
sector  

To effectively tackle sextortion and other forms of 
sexual abuse, these underlying factors should be 
addressed. Greater oversight and control of those in 
positions of power must be ensured, and sextortion 

must be detected or reported, investigated and 
adequately sanctioned.  

First and foremost, there is an urgent need to 
implement strong prevention frameworks in the 
sport sector to help ensure that these abuses do not 
occur. Prevention should be the first line of defence. 
To be effective, prevention efforts against sexual 
abuse generally and sextortion specifically, must 
address systemic governance weaknesses and the 
behaviour and conduct of individuals in positions of 
authority.  

Unfortunately, measures to date have tended to 
depend almost exclusively on (ineffective) reporting 
mechanisms and sanctions to deter abuse. Even 
where they are in place, prevention measures are 
generally narrow in scope, with an emphasis on 
safeguarding athletes (in particular children) from 
abuse rather than addressing underlying structural 
imbalances in sport governance. There has been a 
disconnect between policy and procedures at global, 
national and grassroots levels so prevention 
frameworks are often not cascaded down the 
system. Among smaller sport organisations, 
prevention measures are often considered 
unnecessary or not prioritised. In some cases, the 
acknowledgement of the need for prevention 
measures is even interpreted as an admission that 
sexual abuse exists within the organisation. This 
points to the need for greater awareness-raising 
about the benefits of prevention, to overcome 
resistance. 

Reporting mechanisms and sanctions for abuse 
have also proven largely ineffective at ensuring that 
abuse is adequately detected and addressed. The 
widespread stigma, shame and guilt that 
victims/survivors frequently experience means that 
many cases of sexual abuse are not reported. This is 
especially true where reporting mechanisms lack 
independence and do not facilitate safe, trusted 
opportunities to inform sport organisations about 
concerns. When athletes do speak up, they are often 
treated with distrust or contempt, and may face 
retaliation. Retribution is common, including 
mistreatment, threats and exclusion from teams 
and important events.  

Sport organisations often lack the capacity and 
expertise to detect and investigate reports of abuse, 
including cultural and linguistic expertise, and 
understanding of gender dynamics, sexual abuse 
and trauma. In many cases of abuse, the parties 
accused are either senior leaders of the 
organisations or the abuse happens in their 
presence/under their watch, which brings into 
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question the extent to which those tasked with 
investigating and sanctioning complaints can act 
independently from their employers or superiors. 
Given the challenges in attempts to deal with 
sextortion and other forms of sexual abuse 
internally within sport organisations, independent 
investigation and sanctioning should be widely 
established to ensure that perpetrators are held 
accountable for their actions. 

Key recommendations 

The following recommendations target key actors to 
address structural imbalances and strengthen 
prevention, reporting and sanctioning measures 
across the sport sector.  

Sport organisations should: 

+ publicly express their commitment to preventing 
and addressing sexual abuse, including 
sextortion and other forms of abuse  

+ actively promote the participation of athletes 
and other stakeholders – particularly women – in 
their governance, promote the development and 
employment of women coaches, and work to 
eliminate the gender pay gap among athletes 
and coaches 

+ introduce codes of conduct that are applicable to 
all stakeholders involved with their organisation 
(including volunteers), conduct vetting before 
recruiting people to positions of authority, and 
consider introducing term limits for senior 
officials 

+ introduce clear and transparent criteria and 
processes for decision-making 

+ introduce education and awareness-raising 
programmes to promote cultural change and 
gender awareness 

+ introduce effective internal reporting 
mechanisms and support the creation of 
centralised, independent reporting mechanisms 

+ ensure that cases of sextortion and other forms 
of sexual abuse are investigated by independent 
entities/ombudspersons to avoid conflicts of 
interest and potential attempts to interfere in 
investigations 

+ develop clear sanctioning regimes for different 
types of wrongdoing, including sextortion and 
other forms of sexual abuse 

 

 

Governments and private sponsors should: 

+ consider conditioning the provision of financial 
and other support to sport organisations on the 
implementation of good governance standards 
and prevention measures  

+ collect, analyse and publish disaggregated data 
(by gender, age and seniority) on sextortion, 
other forms of sexual abuse and corruption 
across the sport sector  

+ incorporate sextortion into codes and sport 
governance policy that deal with preventing and 
addressing sexual abuse and do so across the 
sector  

In addition, governments should: 

+ appraise whether existing legal frameworks 
ensure effective prosecution of sextortion and 
legislate to fill any gaps that are identified  

Civil society organisations should: 

+ continue to raise awareness of the prevalence of 
sextortion in the sport sector and advocate for 
the adoption of effective prevention measures at 
all levels 

+ develop partnerships that bring together 
organisations with expertise on anti-corruption 
and gender-based violence to identify problems 
and solutions to sextortion, develop reciprocal 
training and sensitisation, and engage in 
collaborative research and advocacy 
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INTRODUCTION 

Recent research suggests that sextortion – defined 
broadly as the abuse of power to obtain a sexual 
benefit – is pervasive and widespread. Sextortion 
occurs across the globe and in many sectors, 
including education, the police, the courts, the civil 
service, refugee camps, passport control, and many 
others. According to Transparency International’s 
Global Corruption Barometer, between 2019 and 
2021, 20 per cent of people in Latin America and the 
Middle East and North Africa (MENA), 14 per cent in 
Asia, and 7 per cent in the European Union (EU) 
reported experiencing – or knowing someone who 
had experienced – sextortion when they accessed a 
government service. In the same survey in 2021, 38 
per cent of respondents in the Pacific region said 
they or someone they know had experienced 
sextortion in the last five years.2  

This report focuses on sextortion in sport, as a 
sector that is particularly vulnerable to sextortion 
due to a combination of structural, environmental 
and behavioural factors (see further discussion in 
the section Enabling factors of sextortion in sport) 
but has great potential as a channel to promote 
positive role models. Sport can help promote 
human rights and sustainable development, and 
foster cooperation, solidarity, fairness, social 
inclusion, education and health at local, regional and 
international levels.3 Principle 4 of the Olympic 
Charter guarantees the practice of sport as a human 
right to which every individual must have access, 
without discrimination of any kind.4 This 
fundamental right is undermined by corruption and 
other forms of abuse, including sextortion, because 
they prevent equal access for all. 

Purpose of the report  

This report builds on Transparency International’s 
2020 study Breaking the Silence Around Sextortion: the 
Links Between Power, Sex and Corruption. It aims to 
promote a greater understanding of sextortion in 
the sport sector as a specific form of abuse of power 
and a human rights violation that primarily affects 
women, girls, boys and vulnerable individuals.  

Specifically, it aims to:  

+ identify the factors that make the sport sector 
particularly vulnerable to sextortion 

+ identify the root causes that facilitate this kind of 
abuse of power in the sport sector 

+ identify measures to prevent, report and 
sanction sextortion and other forms of sexual 
abuse in the sport sector, and explore the 
challenges involved in implementing these 
measures in practice 

+ inform the design of policies and interventions to 
effectively address sextortion in the sport sector 

Scope of the report  

This report does not exhaustively assess the risk 
and prevalence of sextortion in particular regions, 
sports or roles. Instead, it illustrates the scope of the 
problem by drawing on cases of sextortion and 
other forms of sexual abuse from around the world, 
with a focus on four countries: Germany, Mexico, 
Romania and Zimbabwe, based on an interest in 
geographic and sporting diversity, and information 
availability.5 

The report focuses on the sport sector understood 
as recreational, competitive and high-level sport 

https://www.transparency.org/en/gcb
https://www.transparency.org/en/publications/breaking-the-silence-around-sextortion
https://www.transparency.org/en/publications/breaking-the-silence-around-sextortion
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from grassroots to elite level, including professional 
sport and leagues, under the rules of the 
International Olympic Committee, international 
federations, and international and national umbrella 
organisations.6 It covers the full range of sport-
related entities, including sport governing bodies, 
international and national sport federations, 
national umbrella organisations, and elite-level and 
grassroots sport clubs. 

The focus of the report is on addressing sextortion 
in the sport sector rather than sexual abuse more 
broadly. However, it is recognised that the two are 
closely related and that efforts to address one are 
likely to have positive knock-on effects on the other. 
Therefore, the report includes discussion of efforts 
to prevent, report and sanction sexual abuse more 
generally, but emphasises measures that address 
the specific nature of sextortion (namely the abuse 
of power/authority in exchange for sexual benefit).  

Finally, it should be noted that the discussion on 
reporting and sanctioning of sextortion focuses on 
measures under private law. As such, discussion of 
efforts to prosecute sextortion through the criminal 
justice system is largely beyond the scope of this 
report, although an overview of some of the key 
challenges in the area as they relate to the sport 
sector are discussed in the section Tackling 
sextortion through the criminal justice system. 

Methodology  

The report is based on a combination of desk 
research and semi-structured interviews. The desk 
research included an extensive literature review of 
sport governance, and relevant investigations, 
studies and analyses at national and international 
levels. Interviews were conducted with sport and 
corruption experts at both levels, including 
representatives of sport organisations, government 
officials, athletes, journalists, lawyers, academics, 
and others. 

To identify potential cases, keyword searches for the 
period 2019–2021 were conducted via Google by 
combining the term “sport” with the terms “sexual 
harassment”, “sexual violence”, “sextortion”, “abuse”, 
“sexual benefits” and “sexual favours”. Geographic 
and local language settings were applied to the 
searches in Germany, Mexico, Romania and 
Zimbabwe.  

No systematic data collection exists to monitor 
sextortion complaints in sport, or in any other 
sector, because sextortion is rarely codified in 
gender-based violence or anti-corruption legal 

frameworks or respective codes of conduct in the 
sport sector. Furthermore, there is still a lack of 
awareness about sextortion, and complaints are 
recorded as different offences, usually sexual 
abuse.7 For this reason, the report does not attempt 
to judge whether a given case constitutes sextortion, 
as those are determinations that can only be made 
on a case-by-case basis after a thorough 
investigation.8 

It should be noted that in the process of conducting 
the research, it became evident that speaking about 
sextortion and other forms of sexual abuse in sport 
is a very sensitive issue for many in the sector. 
Indeed, by its very nature, sextortion is particularly 
sensitive given that it includes both acts of 
corruption and acts of an intimate sexual nature 
that occur in private. Several individuals agreed to 
speak only on the condition of anonymity, citing fear 
of retribution in their jobs and/or sport 
environments. Others expressed concerns about 
damaging the reputation of individuals, 
organisations or the sport they are involved in. 
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PREVALENCE OF SEXTORTION  
IN SPORT 

WHAT IS SEXTORTION?  
“Sexual extortion” or “sextortion” has been defined 
by the International Association of Women Judges 
(IAWJ) as the abuse of power to obtain a sexual 
benefit or advantage. It can occur in any sector 
when those who have been entrusted with power 
use it to sexually exploit those dependent on that 
power. Thus, sextortion involves both sexual 
exploitation and corruption, whereby a sexual 
benefit is the object of the corrupt act, instead of 
money.9  

The following components must be present for a 
case to be considered sextortion.  

+ Sexual component: an implicit or explicit request 
to engage in any form of unwanted sexual 
activity. 

+ Corruption component: as determined by the 
presence of: 

a. Abuse of authority. The perpetrator uses 
the power entrusted to them for personal 
benefit. 

b. Quid pro quo or “tit-for-tat”. The 
perpetrator demands or accepts a sexual 
act in exchange for a benefit or the 
avoidance of a negative decision that they 
are empowered to withhold or confer. 

When the corruption component is absent, the case 
may be considered a form of sexual abuse but not 
sextortion. When the sexual component is absent, 

the case may not be considered a form of sexual 
abuse, and therefore also not sextortion.10 

Differentiating sextortion from other 
forms of sexual abuse 

Fundamentally, sextortion differs from other forms 
of sexual abuse in that it involves corruption: 
someone in a position of authority who abuses that 
authority in exchange for a private sexual benefit. 
The imbalance of power between the perpetrator 
and the victim/survivor allows the perpetrator to 
exert coercive pressure to obtain the sexual 
benefit.11  

Requests/demands to engage in sexual activity may 
be explicit or implicit (see further discussion below) 
and the sexual act may take many forms including 
intercourse, touching, exposing private body parts, 
posing for sexual photographs, participating in 
phone sex or submitting to inappropriate touching. 
If the sexual act can be linked to the corrupt 
exchange of an expected benefit or the avoidance of 
a negative decision – whether this relates to an 
undue advantage or benefit to which the victim is 
entitled – then the case could constitute sextortion. 

SEXTORTION IN THE SPORT SECTOR  
In cases of sextortion, the nature of the benefit 
conferred or withheld by the person in a position of 
power/authority may differ depending on the 
context and relationship between the two parties. It 
could be a favourable court decision from a judge, a 
good grade from a teacher, the dismissal of a traffic 
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ticket from a police officer, or entry into a country 
from a border official. In the realm of sport, the 
offer to confer (or promise not to withhold) a benefit 
is usually made in relation to sporting advantages 
such as signing a contract with a club, getting a 
place on a team, going to important tournaments or 
receiving a better scholarship.  

For instance, where a coach has the power to decide 
whether to select an athlete to appear in a major 
tournament, a situation could arise in which the 
athlete is compelled to engage in sexual activity with 
that coach on the understanding that this will secure 
their place on the team. Officials tasked with 
certifying referees and assigning them to matches 
or competitions can use their position to demand 
sexual acts in exchange (see the box Cover ups and 
intimidation). In other cases, coaches might 
withhold specific training opportunities unless 
athletes perform sexual acts.  

Sextortion involves the abuse of power by an 
individual in a position of authority to obtain a 
sexual act from someone over whom they can exert 
influence. As such, the person who receives an 
explicit or implicit demand for sex from the 
authority figure will typically have a justified 
impression that rejecting the demand for sex could 
have negative consequences for them personally 
and professionally. In this sense, even in the 
absence of an explicit threat, we can speak of 
conditions of psychological coercion. The person 
receiving the demand for sex is often left with little 
choice but to acquiesce to the demands or to 
remove themselves from the situation (for example, 
by quitting the team). In some cases, the demand or 
request is explicit. In one case in Germany, a former 
martial arts athlete who was seeking to become a 
referee stated that the man responsible for licensing 
martial arts referees explicitly offered her easier 
access to the required certification if she had sex 
with him.12 The woman says she rejected the 
proposition and, because she could not pursue a 
career as a referee in the country without crossing 
his path, decided to give up her aspirations. In 
another case in the US, women professional soccer 
players reported that a coach asked them to kiss 
each other in exchange for the entire team not 
having to do a gruelling conditioning exercise (see 
the box Extent of sextortion in women’s soccer).13 

In other cases, perpetrators can communicate the 
advantage that is offered in implicit ways. For 
example, in the case of a complaint filed with the 
Romanian Olympic and Sports Committee (ROSC) 
and the Romanian Bobsleigh and Skeleton 
Federation discussed below (see the box Supporting 

the perpetrators, not the victims), one of the 
complainants reported that she felt that playing 
along with his demands was implicitly the price she 
had to pay to keep her place on the team, even if 
the coach did not explicitly spell out the 
consequences of failing to do so.  

The implicit nature of many requests/demands can 
blur the line between sextortion and other forms of 
sexual abuse. For this reason, context also matters. 
Many athletes whose education and livelihood 
depend on sport scholarships may feel that if they 
do not comply with sexual demands the scholarship 
would be off the table.14 This is something abusers 
are aware of and, depending on the characteristics 
of each case, it may constitute sextortion even 
without an explicit demand. 

Extent of sextortion in the sport 
sector  

There is no agreed legal definition of sextortion or 
systematic data collected on it. Consequently, it is 
difficult to determine how prevalent it is in the sport 
sector. Nevertheless, anecdotical evidence and the 
results of in-depth investigations into sexual abuse 
in sport suggest that it is a widespread problem that 
affects all sport in all regions of the world. 
Furthermore, given that many of the most serious 
cases of abuse involve a person of authority as the 
perpetrator, it is fair to conclude that misuse of such 
power is a common denominator among cases, 
whether they can strictly be defined as sextortion or 
not. This would suggest that reducing the 
prevalence of sextortion and other forms of sexual 
abuse in the sport sector fundamentally requires 
greater oversight and control of those in positions 
of power (see the section Preventing sextortion in 
sport). 

 

A British study reported that about 32 per 
cent of athletes had been sexually harassed 
or abused. 
 

A range of studies over the past 20 years paint a 
consistent picture of widespread sexual abuse and 
harassment in the sport sector. For example, a 
study conducted in Australia found that 6 per cent 
of male athletes and 12 per cent of female athletes 
reported experiencing sexual abuse within the 
sector at some time in their lives.15 A study of elite 
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women athletes in Norway revealed that 28 per cent 
had been sexually harassed and/or abused in a 
sport setting.16 A study from Quebec found a 10 per 
cent rate of lifetime sport-related sexual abuse 
among 14 to 17-year-old adolescents.17 A British 
study reported that about 32 per cent of athletes 
had been sexually harassed or abused,18 while a 
survey among elite athletes in Germany revealed 
that slightly over a third of athletes experienced at 
least one sexual violence situation in organised 
sport and 11 per cent reported a severe form of 
sexual violence, with female athletes affected 
significantly more often than male athletes.19 A 
national survey on sexual assault, sexual abuse and 
sexual harassment in the sport sector in France 
found that 11 per cent of athletes had experienced 
sexual harassment, assault or abuse. The ratio of 
girls to boys among the victims was 60:40. Girls 
generally experienced more serious situations, and 
situations that were generally repeated more 
often.20 

A number of countries have undertaken widescale 
inquiries or investigations into sexual abuse in their 
sport sectors. In 2020, the French Ministry of Sport 
set up a platform to collect athletes’ testimonies and 
organised hearings that uncovered more than 400 
coaches, teachers and others suspected of abuse or 
covering up abuse, with 60 of them facing criminal 
charges and 100 being temporarily or permanently 
removed from their positions. The abuse extended 
across the entire sport sector and included 
complaints against 48 federations. The majority of 
the abused were women or girls (83 per cent).21 A 
Commission of Inquiry on Sexual Harassment and 
Abuse in Sports established by the Netherlands 
National Olympic Committee, concluded in 2017 
that 4 per cent of those interviewed had been 
sexually abused or raped during their childhood. 
More girls than boys were affected, with young 
children being particularly vulnerable.22 

While most of the evidence points to a higher 
prevalence of sexual abuse of female athletes than 
of male athletes, a few studies have found the 
opposite. A survey conducted among athletes 
during the 2018 under-20 World Athletics 
Championships in Finland found that 12 per cent of 
male athletes and 7 per cent of female athletes 
reported sexual abuse in their sport.23 A study in the 
UK reported that while more women than men 
athletes at all competitive levels had been sexually 
harassed (34 per cent and 17 per cent respectively), 
more men had been sexually abused (5 per cent 
compared to 2 per cent of women).24 Thus, it 
appears that sexual abuse towards men in a 

sporting context is probably under-reported25 and 
should not be overlooked. 

Extent of sextortion in women’s 
soccer 
Recent scandals in the world of soccer highlight 
how cases of sexual abuse exist at the highest 
levels of the sport globally. While the cases 
described below were not reported as sextortion 
cases per se, they nevertheless exhibit some of the 
key traits of sextortion, including abuse of 
authority for personal benefit, an element of quid-
pro quo and the use of coercion.  

In 2021, the head coach of North Carolina Courage 
women’s soccer team was accused of sexual 
coercion spanning multiple teams and leagues 
since 2010. In one instance, the coach allegedly 
took two players back to his apartment after a 
night of drinking and asked them to kiss each 
other for him in exchange for the team not having 
to do a gruelling conditioning exercise. One ex-
player, who played under the coach at multiple 
clubs described feeling “under his control” and 
listed multiple incidents where she felt coerced 
into having sex with him. The coach was later fired 
by North Carolina Courage and his coaching 
license was suspended by the US Soccer 
Federation. A National Women’s Soccer League 
(NWSL) commissioner resigned and the NWSL’s 
general counsel was fired by the league’s board of 
directors after they were accused of failing to act 
when they learnt of the allegations. 

In November 2020, FIFA banned the former 
president of the Haiti Football Federation (FHF), 
from all soccer-related activities and fined him 1 
million Swiss francs (US$1,090,350) after its ethics 
committee found him guilty of having abused his 
position and sexually harassed and abused women 
players, including minors. He was accused of 
threatening, via an intermediary, to expel young 
women from the national training centre if they did 
not put up with his harassment, leaving them with 
no choice but to acquiesce. Six months later, a 
former supervisor of the under-20 women’s 
national team at the FHF was found guilty of 
having failed to protect the physical and mental 
integrity of various women players, including 
minors who were under her authority and 
responsibility. She was condemned for actively 
coercing and threatening the players into engaging 
in sexual relationships with the former FHF 

https://theathletic.com/2857633/2021/09/30/this-guy-has-a-pattern-amid-institutional-failure-former-nwsl-players-accuse-prominent-coach-of-sexual-coercion/
https://theathletic.com/2857633/2021/09/30/this-guy-has-a-pattern-amid-institutional-failure-former-nwsl-players-accuse-prominent-coach-of-sexual-coercion/
https://theathletic.com/live-blogs/sinead-farrelly-and-mana-shim-discuss-allegations-nwsl-commissioner-resigns-paul-riley-fired-live-updates-on-nwsl/CaPyeg3hqcbH/
https://theathletic.com/live-blogs/sinead-farrelly-and-mana-shim-discuss-allegations-nwsl-commissioner-resigns-paul-riley-fired-live-updates-on-nwsl/CaPyeg3hqcbH/
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2020/nov/20/haiti-fa-president-yves-jean-bart-banned-for-life-by-fifa-over-sexual-abuse
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2020/nov/20/haiti-fa-president-yves-jean-bart-banned-for-life-by-fifa-over-sexual-abuse
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2020/apr/30/haiti-fa-president-accused-of-sexually-abusing-young-female-footballers
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2020/apr/30/haiti-fa-president-accused-of-sexually-abusing-young-female-footballers
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2021/may/03/fifa-bans-former-supervisor-as-part-of-sexual-abuse-investigation#:%7E:text=Nella%20Joseph%20%E2%80%93%20the%20supervisor%20of,by%20actively%20coercing%20and%20threatening
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president. In July 2021, FIFA’s Ethics Committee 
also issued a lifetime ban to the FHF’s former head 
of referees, after finding him guilty of committing 
acts of sexual harassment and abuse. 

In June 2019, a former president of the Afghanistan 
Football Federation and a former FIFA Standing 
Committee member was banned for life from all 
soccer-related activities after FIFA’s Ethics 
Committee found him guilty of having abused his 
position and sexually abused a number of women 
players, including children. The allegation included 
physical abuse, sexual abuse, death threats and 
rape. The Court of Arbitration for Sport later 
affirmed the decision. The panel reviewing the 
case underlined that, unlike competition 
manipulation that harms the integrity of the sport, 
the offences committed by the former president 
violated basic human rights, damaged the mental 
and physical dignity and integrity of young women 
players, destroyed their careers, and severely 
damaged their lives. In a related incident, two men 
acting as representatives of the Afghan women’s 
soccer team on a team trip to Jordan were accused 
of offering players a place on the team list and to 
pay them £100 a month if they acceded to their 
sexual demands. 

In October 2021, Joyce Cook, FIFA’s Chief Education 
and Social Responsibility Officer, described the 
cases as the “tip of the iceberg” and confirmed that 
FIFA had come across cases of sexual abuse at 
professional and amateur levels around the world. 
Meanwhile, the Guardian newspaper reported in 
March 2022 that it had been alerted to allegations 
of more than 40 serious cases of sexual abuse or 
harassment of men and women in senior or 
international soccer in countries worldwide, 
including Argentina, Australia, Colombia, Costa 
Rica, Gabon, Mongolia, Spain, the US and 
Venezuela.  

Who is most at risk?  

Abuse can be targeted at any athlete regardless of 
age, gender, sport ability, nationality, race or 
ethnicity, social class, education level, sexual 
orientation or disability, in all sport and at all 
levels.26 However, research suggests the prevalence 
could be higher in elite sport than in clubs or 
recreational activities.27 The risk of experiencing 
sexual abuse including sextortion is found to rise as 
an athlete progresses up the elite performance 
pathway.28 Beyond athletes, anyone in the sport 
sector can be targeted, including referees, physical 

therapists, coaches, reporters, administrative staff 
and volunteers.  

Research generally suggests that the type of sport 
played has no impact.29 In the UK, an inquiry into 
child sex abuse found that abuse occurred across a 
wide variety of sports including team sports, 
individual competitive sports, contact and non-
contact sports ranging from formally organised 
clubs to private coaching arrangements, and within 
public sport and leisure facilities.30 In the 
Netherlands, in contrast, there was found to be a 
higher incidence in soccer than in other sports.31  

Young athletes are considered particularly at risk of 
sexual abuse because of their need to be cared for, 
protected and supervised during their sporting 
development.32 Athletes who become specialised at 
an early age are also considered highly vulnerable to 
sexual abuse, particularly around puberty.33 “Pre-
elite” athletes who are at a stage of their 
development just prior to peak success have also 
been considered an at-risk group, because they may 
be more likely to endure inappropriate behaviours 
to avoid compromising their pending 
achievements.34  

Athletes with disabilities and LGBTQ athletes are 
more likely to be at risk of experiencing sexual 
abuse, as harassment and abuse often arise from 
prejudices born of power differences. Research 
suggests that people with disabilities, in particular 
individuals with an intellectual impairment, are at 
least four times more likely to be victimised than 
people without disabilities. Young athletes with 
disabilities experience a two to three times higher 
risk of psychological, physical and sexual abuse and 
harassment than young athletes in general.35 
Specific vulnerabilities for athletes with disabilities 
relate to making uninformed assumptions about 
their care needs, exploiting their dependence on 
personal care and blurring the roles and 
responsibilities in the coach–athlete relationship 
(see further discussion below) or the caregiver–
athlete relationship.36 Furthermore, research on 
sexual harassment in the workplace has found that 
it can have greater consequences for women who 
face other forms of discrimination and harassment, 
such as women of colour, LGBTQ women and 
women with disabilities.37 That said, there is little 
academic literature on sexual harassment and 
abuse that focuses on the vulnerabilities of, or 
prevention measures for, disabled or LGBTQ 
athletes specifically.38  

Regardless of who it affects, the consequences of 
abuse can be devastating and long lasting, including 

https://www.theguardian.com/football/2021/jul/23/former-head-of-referees-at-haitian-fa-banned-for-life-by-fifa-over-sexual-abuse-rosnick-grant
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2020/jul/14/former-afghan-football-chief-keramuudin-karim-life-ban-upheld-abuse
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2020/jul/14/former-afghan-football-chief-keramuudin-karim-life-ban-upheld-abuse
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/safeguardingsport/grcs/index.html
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2018/nov/30/fifa-examining-claims-sexual-physical-abuse-afghanistan-womens-team
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2018/nov/30/fifa-examining-claims-sexual-physical-abuse-afghanistan-womens-team
https://edition.cnn.com/2021/10/18/football/womens-football-abuse-fifa-cmd-spt-intl/index.html
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2022/mar/04/football-sexual-abuse-crisis-global-scandal-special-report
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2022/mar/04/football-sexual-abuse-crisis-global-scandal-special-report
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loss of self-esteem, poor academic performance, 
distorted body image, eating disorders, self-harm, 
depression, anxiety, substance use disorders and 
suicide.39 

Who are the perpetrators of 
sextortion in the sport sector?  

Research consistently shows that perpetrators of 
sexual abuse in the sport sector are almost 
exclusively men, with estimates ranging from 96 per 
cent40 to 98 per cent41 and 100 per cent,42 
depending on the study. Much of the evidence also 
indicates that perpetrators of sexual abuse are 
mainly authority figures, most notably coaches, and 
team doctors, trainers, agents or sport 
psychologists. That said, at least two studies have 
found that coaches and trainers are in fact involved 
in only a small proportion of sexual abuse cases in 
organised sports (between 11 per cent and 25 per 
cent), with entourage members, partners, 
teammates and peers responsible for the remaining 
proportion.43 However, this data relates to sexual 
abuse more generally, rather than sextortion cases 
per se, which by their very nature involve the abuse 
of authority. When those with the most influence 
and authority over athletes, such as coaches and 
trainers, engage in sexual abuse, it is more likely to 
involve the kind of abuse of authority that 
constitutes sextortion (see the section Behavioural 
factors). It also creates an environment in which 
abuse by others (such as peer athletes) is more 
likely to be tolerated. Moreover, research from 
Belgium and the Netherlands found that acts of 
sexual abuse committed by coaches are significantly 
more severe than acts committed by peer athletes 
and other perpetrators.44 As coaches’ careers can 
last several decades, one individual can inflict 
significant harm to successive generations of 
athletes.45 

 

When those with the most influence and 
authority over athletes, such as coaches 
and trainers, engage in sexual abuse, it is 
more likely to involve the kind of abuse of 
authority that constitutes sextortion. 
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ENABLING FACTORS OF 
SEXTORTION IN SPORT 

The fact that sextortion and other forms of sexual 
abuse are so widespread in the sport sector should 
come as no surprise. A combination of structural, 
environmental and behavioural factors generates 
conditions conducive to the abuse of power and 
sexual abuse in the sector. Structural factors include 
high levels of autonomy and discretion, which 
means that there is very little external oversight or 
scrutiny of sport organisations; concentration of 
power, which provides fertile ground for the 
cultivation of patronage networks and old boys’ 
clubs that block potential reform efforts; and deep-
rooted gender imbalances including a dearth of 
women in leadership positions in the sport sector 
and a persistent pay gap between men and women. 
These factors combine to create an environment 
that is more conducive to the abuse of women, 
children, LGBTQ people and disabled people, and to 
protect the reputation of the sport over the 
protection of athletes and others.46 Environmental 
and behavioural factors include the physical (and 
often unsupervised) nature of sport, dynamics of 
dependency and trust in coach–athlete 
relationships, an emphasis on sporting values such 
as loyalty and endurance, and the dominating 
importance of success. These factors further 
perpetuate a culture of silence and impunity when 
abuse occurs. 

 

 

 

 

It is baffling that governments 
have allowed sports 
organisations to spread the 
notion of autonomy into areas 
that have nothing to do with 
the core sporting functions 
and into areas that require 
application of ordinary law – 
whether it is human rights, 
labour rights or similar – 
despite court decisions to the 
contrary. This has led to a lack 
of accountability of many 
entities and structures of 
sport in ways that contribute 
to the threats of sexual abuse 
and exploitation. 

Jonas Baer-Hoffmann, secretary-
general at the International Federation 
of Football Professionals Associations 
(FIFPRO)47 
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STRUCTURAL FACTORS  

(Abuse of) autonomy of sport 
organisations  

As private (mostly non-for-profit) entities, sport 
organisations are generally autonomous from the 
state. This provides them with the necessary 
independence to protect them from political 
interference in the governance of sporting matters. 
However, it also means that there is very little 
external oversight or scrutiny of their operations, 
which has invariably led to a failure to develop 
adequate internal prevention, detection and 
reporting mechanisms for abuse. While public 
sector institutions, employers and entities entrusted 
with children’s safety, such as schools, are legally 
mandated to comply with concrete prevention, 
reporting and other obligations against sexual 
abuse, sport organisations and other non-state 
entities are generally free to decide on their own 
governance requirements48 (see further discussion 
in Challenges to prevention below).  

Autonomy may also present challenges in terms of 
the margins of discretion with which many decisions 
are routinely made and the lack of transparency 
around such decisions. In some cases, sport 
organisations may seek to control and even cover 
up cases of abuse because of the fear of 
reputational and financial consequences.49 The fact 
that sport organisations are considered 
autonomous also gives them a broad margin to 
resist calls for change. 

Autonomy vs. accountability: a 
delicate balance 
Zimbabwe’s Sports and Recreation Commission 
(SRC) is responsible for the promotion, regulation 
and supervision of sport and recreation in 
Zimbabwe, and for ensuring the proper 
administration of local sport organisations and 
promoting governance standards. In late 2021, the 
commission took the unusual measure of 
suspending the board of the Zimbabwe Football 
Association (ZIFA) due to complaints of persistent 
sexual harassment of women soccer referees (see 
the box Retribution for speaking up), alleged 
mismanagement and lack of accountability in the 
use of public funds. Following the decision, FIFA 
then suspended ZIFA on the grounds of political 
interference, stating that the allegations should be 

investigated without the government’s 
interference.  

The example demonstrates the delicate balance 
between autonomy and accountability of sport 
organisations in cases of clear public interest (in 
this case, tackling corruption and abuse). The 
extent to which government involvement in such 
cases can be considered interference, especially 
where sport organisations have failed to effectively 
intervene themselves, remains an open question. 

Concentration of (male) power  

Sport organisations have routinely allowed the same 
individuals to concentrate power for years or 
decades. Some individuals are re-elected to sport 
organisations for multiple terms or remain active in 
the governance of a given sport for years. This 
provides fertile ground for the cultivation of 
patronage networks, nepotism and old boys’ clubs 
that protect the status quo and block opportunities 
for change.  

 

In 2021, women’s representation within the 
highest executive organs of the 32 
international federations recognised by the 
International Olympic Committee stood at 
only 17 per cent. 
 

The fact that this power is held almost exclusively by 
men is partly due to the persistence of deeply 
rooted sexist attitudes in many sporting cultures 
around the world, which continue to assign 
leadership roles to men and subordinate roles to 
women. A gender expert interviewed for this report 
explained that in Mexico, for example, male leaders 
establish themselves as the patriarchs of sport 
organisations or entire sport sectors and protect 
each other.50 A study on gender relations in sport 
governance in Australia found a prevalent 
perception that it is difficult to find qualified, 
experienced women to serve as board members. 
The authors attribute this to “homosocial 
reproduction” whereby existing board members 
seek women of “their kind” who are less likely to 
challenge the status quo. This severely limits the 
pool of candidates.51 Another study from the 
Netherlands found that women were viewed as 
“lacking the time” for board membership.52  

https://www.bbc.com/sport/africa/59306054
https://www.bbc.com/sport/africa/59306054
https://www.voanews.com/a/fifa-suspends-zimbabwe-kenya-for-government-interference/6459189.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/fifa-suspends-zimbabwe-kenya-for-government-interference/6459189.html
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As a result, according to the Gender Balance in 
Global Sport Report, in 2021, women’s 
representation within the highest executive organs 
of the 32 international federations recognised by 
the International Olympic Committee stood at only 
17 per cent.53 In Germany, although women and 
girls make up about 40 per cent of the membership 
base of sport clubs nationally, they represent only 
13 per cent of national coaches and 16 per cent of 
leadership positions in the sport sector.54  

This matters. It is known that diversity on the boards 
of sport organisations is essential to breaking up 
groupthink and that homogenous political 
governance systems reinforce patronage 
networks.55 These “all-male, hyper-masculine 
environments”,56 where sexist attitudes, jokes and 
remarks are widespread, are particularly conducive 
to the exploitation of women, children, LGBTQ 
people and disabled people and the concealment of 
different types of abuse.57  

A recent study from the FIFA Task Force for 
Women’s Football found that better gender balance 
also improves critical aspects of soccer governance 
by creating a better, more diverse decision-making 
environment and a culture that is less prone to 
corruption.58 Another study found that the presence 
of women on boards has a significant positive 
influence on action against sexual abuse in sport.59 

Lack of women coaches  

The lack of representation of women is not only 
evident at board level, but also among coaches. In 
US college sport, regulations launched in the 1970s 
to grow and provide greater funding for women’s 
sport attracted an influx of male coaches who came 
to dominate the sector. In 1970, 90 per cent of head 
coaches in women’s college sport were women. By 
2019, the figure had dropped to 43 per cent.60  

This unequal gender distribution in coaching 
positions can be seen as a general risk for sexual 
violence,61 given that perpetrators of sexual abuse 
in the sport sector are almost exclusively men, as 
discussed above. The gendered social structure of 
sport organisations and the legitimate authority of 
coaches give them a position of power that is often 
unquestioned and uncontrolled (see below), as long 
as, and especially if, coaches manage to secure 
success in sport.62 

Women coaches are often held to different 
standards than their male counterparts. Leadership 
attributes, considered a sign of strength in men, are 
often reframed as expressions of anger or emotion 

when exhibited by women, which further 
contributes to the hyper-masculine culture noted 
above. As Carol Hutchins, a successful softball coach 
in the US, told the Wall Street Journal in 2020: 

Women coaches are let go at 
higher rates than men, and 
students report ‘abuse’ by 
female coaches who are tough 
on them or hold them 
accountable. I know of 
instances where a female 
coach has been told by her 
supervisor to be ‘more 
nurturing’. I doubt Bobby 
Knight [a famous but 
aggressive basketball coach] 
was ever given that 
instruction. … When females 
exhibit … traits of leadership, 
we are often held to a 
different standard. 

Carol Hutchins63 

Gender pay gap  

Research has found that women head coaches are 
paid less than male head coaches.64 The gender pay 
gap in sport is also evident among athletes. 
According to UN Women, the sport sector has one 
of the largest gender pay gaps of any industry, with 
the exception of a small number of sports, such as 
tennis.65 The financial vulnerability of women 
athletes is exacerbated by the fact that most sport 
organisations lack structures to support women 
who are pregnant or who have parental 
responsibilities. As a result, many professional 
women athletes cannot live off their earnings, which 
makes women’s sport particularly vulnerable to 
abuse,66 including sextortion. Research has found a 
strong correlation between women’s low-wage work 
and higher incidences of sexual harassment across 
a range of sectors.67 A precarious economic 
situation, including lack of a financial cushion, may 
make such women more vulnerable to coercion and 
harassment.68 
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A 2019 study by Transparency International 
Zimbabwe found that corruption and bad 
governance in sport organisations has severely 
limited the growth of women’s participation in 
sports in the country. In 2019, the women’s soccer 
team forfeited a match against Zambia due to 
complaints over money.69 In 2016, the Mighty 
Warriors, the women’s national soccer team, were 
alleged to have received only US$5 for bus fares on 
their return from the Olympic Games in Brazil, 
despite their participation being hailed as "the 
greatest achievement yet by any national football 
team in Zimbabwe.”70 

 

Research has found a strong correlation 
between women’s low-wage work and 
higher incidences of sexual harassment 
across a range of sectors. According to UN 
Women, the sport sector has one of the 
largest gender pay gaps of any industry, 
with the exception of a small number of 
sports, such as tennis. 
 

ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS  

The physical nature of sport  

The physical nature of sport activities can create 
opportunities that perpetrators can leverage to 
abuse their power to obtain sexual benefits. Close 
physical contact is common and even necessary in 
some sports. This can be used as an excuse for 
inappropriate contact or to hide sexual acts 
committed in plain sight. 

Unsupervised contexts  

Opportunities for sexual abuse afforded by the 
physical nature of sport are exacerbated by the fact 
that these often take place in contexts that are 
largely unsupervised. Indeed, perpetrators may 
specifically be attracted by the unregulated access 
that sport often provides to children and vulnerable 
adults.71 Athlete reports indicate that sexual abuse 
can occur in the locker room, the playing field, trips 
away, the coach’s home or car, and social events, 
especially where alcohol is involved. Other 
unsupervised scenarios where the opportunities for 

abuse may be greater include the relocation of 
minors to distant training facilities, practices 
requiring physical measurement and biological 
passports, and separation from family or school 
communities during sport competitions.72 

BEHAVIOURAL FACTORS  

Ambiguous relationships  

A key factor that makes the sport sector particularly 
vulnerable to sextortion and abuse of authority 
relates to the nature of interpersonal relationships, 
in particular between women athletes and their 
(predominantly male) coaches and other actors, 
such as doctors.73 These relationships are generally 
characterised by closeness, be it social, emotional 
or, as discussed above, physical. Not all types of 
closeness necessarily facilitate the emergence of 
sexual abuse. In some cases, they can foster 
athletes’ well-being and success. However, they do 
carry specific risks for the abuse of trust and thus 
need to be carefully managed, especially where 
minors are concerned.74 

For example, when coaches enact various social 
positions (such as best friend, brother, sister and 
parent) that imply a relationship based on trust, it 
becomes difficult for athletes to identify the 
boundaries where the relationship turns abusive.75 
A perpetrator (already in a position of relative 
power) may seek to establish a relationship with the 
victim that appears to be built on trust and mutual 
objectives. This can create a situation where the 
victim is unable to resist sexual advances, which are 
then escalated to the point where the victim may 
feel that he or she has consented to the sexual 
activity and is responsible for it. The sexual activities 
then become even more confusing and even more 
difficult to resist.76 

Dependency  

The strength of the coach–athlete relationship can 
result in dependency relationships according to 
which athletes may feel that their success in the 
sport depends on keeping their coach happy, which 
requires doing anything they are asked. In many 
cases, that perception is well-founded due to power 
asymmetries. If a coach stops working with an 
athlete, for example, the decision can have severe 
consequences for that person. Women swimmers in 
Germany who trained with a powerful, successful 
coach said they did not speak up for years about the 
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sexual abuse they experienced because they were 
terrified that he would stop training them, which 
would ultimately end their careers77 (see the box 
Delayed reporting). In the soccer industry, the 
scarcity of professional clubs in most countries has 
been found to create great dependency via the 
threat of black-listing of players who raise concerns 
about abuse.78 

Endurance and loyalty  

These dependencies are reinforced by a sporting 
culture that places particular weight on values such 
as endurance and loyalty to the team. Endurance is 
often cited as a common factor in silence about 
abuse in sport. According to sport sociologist 
Bettina Rulofs, many athletes are used to tolerating 
high levels of discomfort, pain and intense pressure 
as part of their discipline and can apply the same 
mindset to handling abuse.79 These powerful “grin 
and bear it”, “no pain no gain” attitudes combined 
with entrenched power imbalances discourage 
disclosure of harm.80 

The power to make or break 
The issue of dependency not only relates to 
coaches, but also to others who have the power to 
make or break an athlete’s career. In Mexico, this 
was the case when a supposed soccer agent was 
accused of having abused his power to extort 
sexual acts from a young soccer player. 

In 2018, the player reported the following:  

He received a text message from someone 
introducing himself as an agent of the football club 
Los Tiburones Rojos (The Red Sharks) in Veracruz 
and offering him a chance to train with the club’s 
under-20 team. The player, who had just turned 
18, joined the team the next day on a very modest 
contract. Shortly afterwards, he began receiving 
text messages from the agent reminding him that 
he had made this opportunity possible and 
insisting that to stay in the team he needed to do 
“everything” he was asked. “Everything” soon 
included explicit requests for rifes (local slang for 
oral sex). After avoiding meeting the agent on 
several occasions, the player was asked to go to his 
house to discuss his future. There, he was coerced 
into oral sex. For the young player, this was the 
end of the dream. The next morning, he returned 
home.  

Soon after, the player decided to file a sexual 
abuse complaint with the prosecutor’s office, in 
which he was later joined by at least two more 
boys. He shared his story with the news outlet 
Record that published details of the case. 
Following the report, the club issued a statement 
denying that the agent had any involvement with 
the organisation and announcing that it would 
investigate the allegations (although the 
investigation never materialised). 

Media reports suggest that this was not an isolated 
incident. The agent, who was also a prosecutor in 
Veracruz at the time, would allegedly abuse his 
position to let soccer players who got in trouble 
with the law off the hook in exchange for favours 
from the club and/or club members, something 
that they all denied. Following the complaint, the 
agent continued to work as a prosecutor for a 
time. The case was investigated but never saw trial. 
The agent was stabbed to death in mid-2020, with 
other young soccer players among the suspects. 

Loyalty often implies an expectation to put the well-
being of the team first. Some athletes report not 
wanting to speak up to protect the reputation of the 
sport or the organisation, or not to be seen as 
“attacking” a member of the team.81 Women 
athletes interviewed for this report explained that, 
in sporting culture, athletes are generally expected 
to obey instructions regardless of their gender, but 
that pushing back or even proposing a different 
course of action can be more problematic for 
women.82 

Unaccountable decision-making  

Coaches are often the main or sole decision-makers 
in a sport organisation vis-a-vis who makes the cut 
for important competitions. Athletes often start 
working with a coach from a very early age. A 
relationship develops in which the coach, as the 
adult expert, makes most or all the decisions, while 
the athlete, as the younger person, is expected to 
obey.  

The imbalance of power favouring coaches enables 
them to abuse athletes without the athletes or 
others being able to recognise or address the 
problem. If coaches then develop an authoritarian 
coaching style (that can also be seen as a product of 
gender stereotypes within the traditional hyper-
masculine environment of sport), social structures 
and individual coaches’ behaviour may increase the 
risk of sexual abuse. Several studies reveal that an 

https://www.proceso.com.mx/reportajes/2018/12/15/el-escandalo-por-abuso-sexual-que-cimbra-los-tiburones-de-veracruz-217174.html
https://www.proceso.com.mx/reportajes/2018/12/15/el-escandalo-por-abuso-sexual-que-cimbra-los-tiburones-de-veracruz-217174.html
https://www.proceso.com.mx/reportajes/2018/12/15/el-escandalo-por-abuso-sexual-que-cimbra-los-tiburones-de-veracruz-217174.html
https://www.proceso.com.mx/reportajes/2018/12/15/el-escandalo-por-abuso-sexual-que-cimbra-los-tiburones-de-veracruz-217174.html
https://www.record.com.mx/columnistas-ignacio-suarez/abuso-sexual-el-precio-del-sueno
https://www.proceso.com.mx/reportajes/2018/12/15/el-escandalo-por-abuso-sexual-que-cimbra-los-tiburones-de-veracruz-217174.html
https://www.proceso.com.mx/reportajes/2018/12/15/el-escandalo-por-abuso-sexual-que-cimbra-los-tiburones-de-veracruz-217174.html
https://www.sopitas.com/deportes/angel-fuentes-caso-abuso-sexual-veracruz-sub-20-fiscal-boca-del-rio/
https://www.infobae.com/america/mexico/2020/06/04/asesinaron-a-angel-fuentes-el-pato-el-ex-fiscal-acusado-de-abuso-sexual-en-veracruz/
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authoritarian coaching style is related to the 
prevalence of sexual abuse against athletes.83 

Because coaches’ authority and expert status is 
rarely questioned by parents or sport 
organisations,84 they often operate within a “black 
box”, with limited transparency or external 
oversight. In this sense, sport (and especially elite 
sport) has been compared to closed social systems 
such as boarding schools or traditional patriarchal 
families, where power is concentrated in adult 
leaders and a culture of obedience and deference to 
authority prevails. In such contexts, there is a higher 
risk of sexual, emotional and physical violence and a 
higher tolerance for abuse.85 

A CULTURE OF SILENCE AND IMPUNITY  
Together, these factors have led to the emergence 
of a widespread culture of silence and impunity in 
the sport sector when it comes to all forms of abuse. 
Some experts and athletes have referred to this as 
“omerta”, a term that originally referred to mafia 
codes of silence but is also used to describe “an 
intrinsic part of the culture” of some sports, in which 
individuals who engage in illegal practices are 
protected and those who do not support such 
practices are sidelined.86 This culture persists, in 
part because sport organisations are often more 
worried about protecting their reputation than 
meeting the needs of victims/survivors or learning 
from their mistakes.87 As a consultation process 
organised by FIFA in 2021 with sport organisations 
found, “abuse exists because of silence, 
complacency and continued abuse of power and 
positions of trust, with perpetrators feeling that they 
have a certain impunity.”88 Participants in the 
consultation agreed that integrity efforts have 
sought, traditionally, to protect the sport rather than 
the athletes. The belief that “no news is good news” 
fosters a culture in which reports are filed away and 
the complaints of victims/survivors are dismissed.89   

In order to maintain their reputations, a 
Pennsylvania State University football coach and 
other top administrators “stood-by in silence or 
actively concealed knowledge of abuse.”90 An 18-
month investigation into sexual abuse in the US 
Olympic team in 2019 found that two of the top-
ranking US Olympic and Paralympic Committee 
officials did little to probe, report or halt a long-
standing gymnastics team doctor, who was accused 
of perpetrating thousands of sexual assaults 
between the early 1990s and the summer of 2016 
and who has since been convicted as a sexual 

predator.91 The investigation also found that 
numerous other institutions and individuals enabled 
the abuse and failed to stop it, including coaches 
from grassroots to elite level, trainers, medical 
professionals and administrators. They ignored red 
flags, and in some egregious instances, dismissed 
clear calls for help from girls and young women who 
were being abused. In turn, multiple law 
enforcement agencies failed to intervene effectively 
when presented with opportunities to do so.92 
Although the case was one of sexual predation and 
grooming rather than sextortion per se, it shows the 
same kinds of challenges that are faced in cases of 
sextortion. 

 

Abuse exists because of silence, 
complacency and continued abuse of power 
and positions of trust, with perpetrators 
feeling that they have a certain impunity.93 
 

The result is that, in many cases, perpetrators are 
allowed to stay in the same organisation or move to 
others without consequences. Several German 
tennis players reported years of sexual abuse at the 
hands of the same coach when they were minors 
and claim they were told “he will never set foot 
again” in their club. Three months later he was 
already working at a different club. One of the 
players went on to become a coach and eventually 
saw the man reappear in the same club.94 In the US, 
in 2015, a woman soccer player reported a coach for 
sexual coercion. The club determined that the 
behaviour was against their codes of conduct and 
terminated the coach’s contract. The club also 
informed the National Women’s Soccer League 
(NWSL) about the decision, but the coach was hired 
by a different club within months and the league did 
not intervene.95
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PREVENTING SEXTORTION  
IN SPORT 

So what can, and is, being done to address these 
underlying enabling factors and ensure that all 
members of society can engage in sport at all levels, 
free from sextortion and other forms of sexual 
abuse? In practice, sport organisations have tended 
to depend almost exclusively on reporting 
mechanisms and sanctions to deter abuse. In other 
words, it is only after a victim/survivor or observer 
takes the risk of complaining that the process of 
redress commences. Thus, the onus for abuse 
prevention is often placed on the most vulnerable 
members of the sport system, the athletes 
themselves.96 

Effective reporting mechanisms and sanctions (as 
discussed in the following chapters) are critical to 
address abuse when it occurs and can have some 
deterrent effect. However, there is an urgent need 
to strengthen prevention frameworks in the sport 
sector to help ensure that these abuses do not 
occur in the first place.  

 

In practice, sport organisations have 
tended to depend almost exclusively on 
reporting mechanisms and sanctions to 
deter abuse. Thus, the onus for abuse 
prevention is often placed on the most 
vulnerable members of the sport system, 
the athletes themselves. 
 

To be effective, prevention efforts against sextortion 
specifically, and sexual abuse generally, must 
address the systemic governance weaknesses 
identified in the previous chapter (concentration of 
power, discretionary decision-making, lack of 
oversight, dependency, etc.) and the behaviour and 
conduct of individuals in positions of authority.97 

EFFECTIVE PREVENTION MEASURES IN 
SPORT ORGANISATIONS  
The concept of good governance in sport is 
relatively new, with frameworks for sport 
governance over at least 15 years drawing largely 
from corporate governance practice. There is a 
broad consensus among governments, sport 
organisations, international organisations and NGOs 
that good governance requires the promotion and 
application of democratic principles, gender 
mainstreaming, stakeholder involvement, and 
transparency, accountability and integrity measures. 
While all these are important to strengthen 
governance and ultimately reduce the risk of abuse, 
the following measures are considered particularly 
pertinent to the prevention of sextortion. 

Addressing gender imbalances in 
sport governance  

Measures to address structural imbalances in sport 
governance can help reduce the concentration of 
power that increases the risk of sextortion. In 
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particular, as noted earlier, ensuring a gender 
balance in sport governance can help create a more 
diverse decision-making environment and foster a 
culture that is less prone to abuse.  

To address the question of gender imbalance, the 
Conference of the States Parties to the United 
Nations Convention against Corruption (UNCAC) in 
2019 called for states to actively encourage greater 
participation and representation of women in sport-
related activities, programmes and initiatives and in 
sport governing bodies. One way to achieve this is 
by developing robust awareness programmes that 
address gender-related barriers in sport caused by 
corruption.98  

One measure that has proven successful is the use 
of quotas for women in leadership roles. A study 
from Australia found that a quota of at least three 
women was able to advance gender equality in 
sport governance, in conjunction with other 
measures such as including women in influential 
board positions, relationships of solidarity between 
men and women directors, and adoption of gender 
equality as an organisational value.99 Criticism that 
quotas may undermine the principle of merit is 
largely unfounded given that merit also applies to 
the implementation of quotas.100  

Reducing the gender pay gap and providing 
maternity support for woman is another structural 
measure that can help address systemic 
imbalances. There have been some important 
recent developments in this regard, such as an 
initiative by FIFA to introduce mandatory maternity 
leave with pay, which is designed to protect women 
players and coaches from pregnancy-related 
discrimination. The Women’s Tennis Association 
maternity leave policy provides a two-year period 
for an athlete to return to competition with the 
ranking she had on the day she stopped playing to 
go on maternity leave.101 

Increasing athlete participation in 
sport governance  

Increasing the participation of athletes and other 
stakeholders in sport governance more broadly can 
help break down the structures of cronyism that 
dominate the sector. A 2013 survey undertaken as 
part of the Action for Good Governance in 
International Sports Organisations (AGGIS) project 
found that most of the 35 sport governing bodies 
reviewed had institutionalised some form of athlete 
participation, but that they had rarely been granted 
formal decision-making power.102 FIFPRO has 

suggested that soccer organisations in many cases 
have intentionally undermined efforts to unionise, 
to maintain abusive power structures and control. 

If football is serious about 
tackling abuse, it should 
embrace and encourage 
players to organise through 
representative bodies and 
promote the involvement of 
player representatives in 
active cases [of abuse] so that 
players can be independently 
advised and supported. The 
players’ input should also 
feature prominently in the 
solution-building process. 

FIFPRO103 

 

In the US, an investigative report was carried out 
into the US Olympic sexual abuse scandal 
mentioned above, whereby “powerful individuals 
within the Olympic movement were able to assault 
young athletes because of a lack of oversight, 
independence, and transparency.”104 In response, 
the US Senate introduced the Empowering Olympic 
and Amateur Athletes Act of 2019 with a view to 
restoring integrity to the US Olympic and Paralympic 
Committee. Most notably, from a prevention 
perspective, the act includes a requirement to 
increase the level of representation of amateur 
athletes on the US Olympic and Paralympic 
Committees’ board from one fifth to one third. The 
bill also guarantees that one third of National 
Governing Bodies’ structures will be filled by 
amateur athletes.105 

Sport England’s Code for Good Governance (see the 
box Examples of funding conditionality for 
prevention) stresses the importance of identifying, 
listening to, and meaningfully considering the views 
of stakeholders, including athletes. Mechanisms to 
this end outlined in the code range from athletes’ 
panels and athlete representatives to surveys and 
other methods. The code also calls for non-
executive board members representing the athlete 
voice to sit on the boards of sport governing bodies. 
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In smaller/voluntary clubs this role could be a 
carried out by a committee member.106 

Introducing term limits  

Term limits can help avoid concentration of power 
with one group or individual. They can also help 
ensure that sport organisations benefit from the 
regular involvement of new people with new ideas. 
They provide the opportunity for an organisation to 
recruit the skills needed to match their strategic 
objectives, which are likely to change over time. 

 

A resolution of the Conference of Parties to 
UNCAC in 2019 recommended the adoption, 
where appropriate, of term limits for senior 
officials of sport organisations. 
 

The 2013 AGGIS survey cited above found that the 
general lack of term limits in sport organisations 
posed serious threats with regard to the 
concentration of power.107 To address this, a 
resolution of the Conference of Parties to UNCAC in 
2019 recommended the adoption, where 
appropriate, of term limits for senior officials of 
sport organisations.108 The Sport and Recreation 
Alliance in the UK suggests fixed term limits of either 
two four-year terms or three three-year terms for 
board directions of sport organisations.109 Where 
they are adopted, term limits need to be introduced 
in a way that balances the above-mentioned 
benefits with the imperative to ensure continuity, 
stability and institutional knowledge at senior 
management level, particularly in smaller-scale 
organisations.110  

Strengthening oversight of decision-
making and limiting discretion  

Dependency relationships and broad discretion in 
decision-making prevail in many sport 
organisations. Consequently, there is a need for 
greater accountability on decision-making by 
coaches and others. The structurally imposed trust 
that is granted to coaches needs to be challenged 
and measures implemented to ensure that trust is 
earned through a long-term process and may be 
questioned.111 

Measures to achieve this could include introducing 
clear criteria for decision-making and establishing 

mechanisms through which decisions can be 
independently reviewed and, if necessary, appealed. 
Examples are technical review panels to examine or 
question decisions made by coaches. The 
International Partnership against Corruption in 
Sport (IPACS), which has recently proposed a range 
of governance benchmarks for sport organisations, 
includes as one of its 50 recommendations that: 
“[d]ecisions can be challenged through internal 
appeal mechanisms with final recourse to the Court 
of Arbitration for Sport or an appropriate 
independent body ensuring the right to a fair 
trial.”112 The possibility of challenging a decision is 
not only needed at the highest level of decision-
making of associations and federations, but also has 
to apply to all kinds of decisions starting at club 
level. 

Introducing codes of conduct  

Codes of conduct can be a powerful tool to ensure 
compliance with the ethical standards to which 
those in positions of authority are generally held. 
When applied correctly, codes of conduct can play 
an important role in changing attitudes and 
behaviour over the longer term. They help to 
educate those entrusted with power about what 
constitutes an abuse of power, and to create a 
culture that condemns or condones particular 
conduct.113 This is true of all organisations and sport 
organisations are no exception. 

 

Stripping someone of the authority that 
they abused is not only a significant 
punishment, but it also protects potential 
victims/survivors from future abuse at the 
hands of that individual and deters others 
in authority from engaging in such abuse. 
 

To date, few codes of conduct use the term 
“sextortion” specifically when discussing the types of 
behaviour that are prohibited. One notable 
exception is the draft text of the IPACS benchmark 
B10 – Anticorruption Code of Conduct or Policy – 
that refers to sextortion in its definition of 
corruption.114 Even where they do not explicitly 
include the term, codes of conduct may proscribe 
the types of exploitative and abusive conduct 
involved in sextortion. For example, they may 
prohibit those in position of authority from abusing 
that authority, exploiting the vulnerability of those 
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with whom they deal, or engaging in conduct that 
would violate certain laws, such as laws against 
corruption, discrimination and sexual harassment. 
They may also require people in positions of power 
to protect those entrusted to their care, to avoid 
taking undue advantage of them and to refrain from 
conduct that would reflect badly on the organisation 
or profession.115  

The International Olympic Committee (IOC) suggests 
creating codes of conduct that can be applied to all 
stakeholders involved with a sport organisation 
(including volunteers) and outlining expected 
behaviour and behaviour that would lead to 
disciplinary action. This may include situation-
specific guidelines, for example, to regulate 
behaviour on away travel or in locker rooms or 
other spaces. Where possible, individuals should be 
required to explicitly commit to abide by the code 
and compliance should be monitored. Where an 
organisation does not have direct jurisdiction over 
developing codes of conduct applicable to certain 
groups of individuals (for example, athlete 
entourage members), stakeholders who do work 
with these groups should integrate such codes into 
their own policies and procedures.116 

In many cases, breaches of codes of conduct may 
lead to suspension from duty, license revocation or 
dismissal. Stripping someone of the authority that 
they abused is not only a significant punishment, 
but it also protects potential victims/survivors from 
future abuse at the hands of that individual and 
deters others in authority from engaging in such 
abuse.117 

Defining the boundaries of acceptable 
behaviour  

In practice, many sport organisations fail to 
adequately delineate or formally define the 
boundaries of the coach–athlete relationship and 
few have written rules relating to showers, changing 
rooms, trips away, sharing of hotel rooms, etc.118 
Development and use of such guidelines, and 
transparent communication and open negotiation 
between coaches and athletes about their roles, 
mutual expectations and boundaries, can help 
protect athletes’ well-being and prevent abuse. This 
could include considerations of how coaches should 
frame and communicate their messaging so that 
they are clear and unambiguous119 and refrain from 
communication that is deemed unacceptable, such 
as making sexist remarks or jokes. 

One area in which the definition of boundaries is 
particularly important is in relation to 
romantic/sexual relationships between coaches and 
athletes. The IOC recommends prohibiting 
romantic/sexual relationships between coaches and 
athletes (if this is in line with the applicable laws).120 
Alternatively, sport organisations could develop 
clear guidelines on how to deal with such 
relationships, including separating the romantic 
relationship and the coach–athlete relationship by 
insisting that a coach cannot train an athlete if they 
are in a romantic relationship with them.121 

Defining what counts as 
inappropriate behaviour 
At the beginning of 2017, German media reported 
alleged sexual violence towards athletes at the 
fencing centre at Tauberbischofsheim in Germany. 
In April 2017, the board of directors of the fencing 
centre established an independent taskforce to 
identify whether there was evidence of 
misconduct, failure to investigate complaints, 
tolerance or cover up at the fencing centre. 

Among other things, the investigation report, 
published in January 2018, found an insufficiently 
clear and consistent structure for personnel 
management in the area of trainers; an absence of 
effective guidelines for training methods and 
behaviour towards athletes; a lack of transparency 
in decision-making processes related to 
participation in competition and financing for 
individual sportspeople; an absence of internal or 
external contact points for complaints; and a 
partially perceived “lack of distance”.122 

In particular, the report describes how verbal 
statements and a lack of physical distance were 
considered to be “disturbing” or “inappropriate” by 
some individuals but as “motivating” by others. 
This underlines the need to have clear rules on 
how to respect distance and ensure appropriate 
communication. This cannot be left to the 
individual judgement of a coach or depend on the 
sensitivity of the athletes.  

Promoting education and awareness-
raising on sextortion and other forms 
of sexual abuse  

Education and awareness-raising within sport 
organisations is a critical tool for promoting cultural 

https://www.tellerreport.com/sports/--testimony-against-fencing-coach--%22one-of-them-is-lying--that-s-clear%22-.rkwvLP_VQ.html
https://www.br.de/nachrichten/sport/fechtzentrum-tauberbischofsheim-studie-zu-sexuellem-missbrauch,QiEOCnt
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change as part of any organisational prevention 
strategy on sexual abuse, including sextortion. 
Educational measures can provide stakeholders 
with understanding and knowledge to overcome 
denial and to implement prevention solutions.  

Education and awareness-raising should include 
gender-awareness training, safeguarding training, 
and training on codes of conducts and the 
importance and practical use of reporting 
mechanisms. Educational programmes should 
include information, definitions and examples of 
types of abuse, and the relevant legal framework. 
Given that harassment and abuse often start with 
apparently “harmless” remarks/jokes etc. 
awareness-raising should cover all forms of 
inappropriate behaviour, including sextortion. For 
such training to be effective in changing 
organisational culture, it should address the 
problem in the wider context of gender and power 
relations. Awareness-raising should be part of an 
ongoing programme rather than one-off activities 
that are likely to change very little. 

All levels of the organisation need to be targeted, 
from international sport executives to local 
volunteers, including athletes, athlete entourage 
members (coaches, agents and fitness personnel), 
administrators and sport managers, families and 
peers, clinicians and healthcare providers, and sport 
and exercise science professionals and their training 
agencies.123 Ideally, sport organisations should have 
access to a resource person or an entity that can 
help design and provide training, awareness-raising 
sessions and tools for sport organisations, while 
serving as a reference in case of any problems. 
Furthermore, such entities can provide leadership in 
athlete protection and ensure that prevention 
measures are standardised so that disparities can 
be avoided between sport organisations.124 

Sport organisations could consider developing 
athlete-centred safeguarding strategies based on 
positive reinforcement to achieve deeper culture 
change. Such a model in which sport teams, for 
example, are rewarded for cultivating a constructive 
culture (as judged by team members) could help 
avert physical, sexual and emotional abuse, 
demonstrate that the organisation cares, and 
empower athletes’ voices.125 

Vetting of officials, coaches and 
volunteers  

Vetting before recruiting people (including 
volunteers) to positions of authority can help ensure 

that individuals who have previously perpetrated 
sexual abuse are excluded and cannot move from 
one setting to another, as is often the case. Vetting 
methods may include interviews and reference 
checks or criminal record checks/background 
checks. Criminal record checks may potentially 
reduce risk and liability to employers. Other 
recommended checks as part of the screening 
process may include requesting references from 
previous employers or organisations for which 
volunteers have previously worked and validating 
any gaps in the candidate’s recruitment history.126 

In several countries, the disclosure of criminal 
records is mandatory when applying for jobs that 
involve working with children. In the Netherlands, 
the sport sector has adopted the use of a joint 
blacklist to register anyone convicted of or 
sanctioned for a sex crime to prevent sex offenders 
from moving between sport organisations and 
volunteer organisations unhindered.127 However, 
this kind of disclosure is often limited to the national 
context and not always possible when an individual 
from one country applies for a job in another. Cross-
jurisdictional screening is made more difficult by the 
fact that privacy and data protection obligations 
may differ across jurisdictions and criminal 
information may be incomplete or inaccurate.128  
Greater international cooperation could help 
minimise these challenges and ensure that 
offenders do not benefit from legal loopholes in one 
jurisdiction or get jobs in other sports or 
countries.129 

Examples of prevention measures 
among international sport governing 
bodies 
Organisations such as the International Olympic 
Committee (IOC), FIFA and others have reacted to 
the string of sexual abuse cases in the sport sector 
in recent years by creating and promoting 
safeguarding measures among sport organisations 
at national and international levels. Safeguarding 
in sport usually refers to policies and procedures 
that sport organisations are expected to put into 
place to protect athletes from harassment and 
abuse, often – though not exclusively – designed to 
protect children and young people. While these 
policies cover many of the organisational and 
individual-level prevention measures discussed 
above, most fail to address broader structural 
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weaknesses in sport governance. This is a 
considerable gap. 

The FIFA Guardians toolkit is a practical handbook 
on the steps needed to develop and implement 
policies and procedures to prevent and address 
harm and to ensure the well-being of everyone in 
soccer. It is designed to train and support member 
associations in implementing the right measures to 
protect children and vulnerable groups and 
professionalise the role of safeguarding officer 
across soccer. It covers strategies to secure 
organisational support for safeguarding, 
developing policies and procedures, identifying 
and managing risks, and identifying, reporting and 
managing safeguarding concerns. 

The IOC’s toolkit for safeguarding athletes from 
harassment and abuse in sport is designed to 
assist international sports federations (IFs) and 
National Olympic Committees (NOCs) to develop 
and implement athlete-safeguarding policies and 
procedures. It includes step-by-step guidance on 
three main safeguarding areas, one of which is 
prevention (criminal record checks and codes of 
conduct). The other two are development of 
policies and procedures, and management of 
reports of harassment and abuse. The IOC has also 
developed an Athlete Safeguarding e-learning 
course to complement the toolkit. 

Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) has developed a 
Safeguarding in Sport resource that provides 
guidance for governments, sport organisations and 
individuals working in sport on developing policies 
and guidelines and implementing measures to 
safeguard children and vulnerable adults from 
non-accidental forms of harm, including 
harassment, abuse, neglect or exploitation. The 
prevention measures it recommends include 
developing a safeguarding policy, creating a 
culture of safeguarding in the organisation, 
developing codes of conduct, introducing a safe 
recruitment process for staff and volunteers, 
conducting safeguarding training and conducting 
regular risk assessments. 

CONDITIONING FUNDING ON STRONG 
GOVERNANCE AND PREVENTION MEASURES  
Authorities may not have legal powers to mandate 
the adoption of prevention measures. However, 
entities that provide public funding do have some 
degree of financial leverage that they can use to 

condition the provision of funding to sport 
organisations on the adoption of certain minimum 
standards. This can include defining a set of 
governance standards that must be met and/or 
prevention measures that must be in place to 
receive funding, including many of those discussed 
above. It can also include a requirement to develop 
specific safeguarding policies and procedures, as 
well as mechanisms for safe and trusted reporting 
of sextortion and other forms of sexual abuse.  

Private sponsors also have an important role in 
incentivising the adoption of prevention measures 
among sport organisations. High profile sport teams 
and sporting events provide an important platform 
for companies to gain visibility and attract significant 
resources. They can help companies enter new 
markets, strengthen their brand and establish a 
positive emotional link to their products and 
services. Given the importance of the good 
reputation of sport organisations and events in the 
eyes of sport fans, sponsors play an important role 
in ensuring that strong prevention mechanisms are 
in place to strengthen accountability and help avoid 
scandals and other cases of misconduct.  

The United Nations Global Compact has developed 
a practical guide for businesses seeking to engage in 
sport sponsorship. It was designed principally for 
managing the risks of corruption. However, the 
guide could be applied to the prevention of other 
forms of abuse, including sextortion. The guide 
suggests that sponsors should engage proactively 
with sport organisations to support capacity 
building for preventive measures and develop sport 
sponsorship agreements and codes of conduct that 
require, among other things, a commitment to 
establishing preventive measures. The guide also 
suggests that sponsors should consider a multi-
stakeholder approach based on standardised 
international best practice to avoid duplication of 
effort. 

Examples of funding conditionality 
for prevention  
Perhaps the most advanced system of funding 
conditionality to date is Sport England’s Code for 
Sports Governance, which sets out the levels of 
transparency, diversity, inclusion, accountability 
and integrity that are required from sport 
organisations that receive UK Government and 
National Lottery funding. Launched in 2016, the 
code has been applied to over 4,000 sport 

https://www.fifa.com/social-impact/fifa-guardians
https://library.olympics.com/Default/doc/SYRACUSE/171450/safeguarding-athletes-from-harassment-and-abuse-in-sport-ioc-toolkit-for-ifs-and-nocs-related-to-cre?_lg=en-GB
https://library.olympics.com/Default/doc/SYRACUSE/171450/safeguarding-athletes-from-harassment-and-abuse-in-sport-ioc-toolkit-for-ifs-and-nocs-related-to-cre?_lg=en-GB
https://olympics.com/athlete365/courses/safeguarding/
https://www.sport-for-development.com/imglib/downloads/safeguarding/giz2021-en-knowledge-box-safeguarding-in-sport-and-s4d-contexts-in-africa.pdf
https://www.sportengland.org/campaigns-and-our-work/code-sports-governance
https://www.sportengland.org/campaigns-and-our-work/code-sports-governance
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organisations, community groups and charities 
that provide sport and physical activity in the UK. A 
review of the code in 2020 found that it had been 
particularly successful at promoting board 
diversity (especially for women) and regulating 
term lengths. Following the 2020 review, the code 
was revised to include additional requirements for 
organisations to extend diversity and inclusion 
beyond boards to senior leadership and across 
their organisation and structures. Since its 
introduction, the code has been emulated in 
several countries.  

In Canada, to be eligible for funding from Sport 
Canada (the government department responsible 
for sport policy and funding), all sport 
organisations must have a policy on harassment, 
abuse and discrimination, offer mandatory training 
on these issues, and provide access to an 
independent third-party entity to receive and 
manage complaints. They are also required to 
report annually to Sport Canada on how they are 
meeting the funding requirements. In Germany, 
public funding for larger sport organisations is 
conditional on the introduction of prevention 
measures, through a step-by-step model that 
requires the development of policies against 
sexual abuse, appointment of contact people, 
education for trainers and a mandatory code of 
honour, among other things. In Romania, 
according to Cristian Ghita, Undersecretary of 
State in the Ministry of Youth and Sports (MTS) in 
the country, the MTS is working on a new “good 
governance in sport” instrument to update the 
rules sport organisations have to abide by to 
access public funds. The new rules are expected to 
include sections on child safeguarding, sexual 
harassment, and women’s representation in 
decision-making.  

At international level, FIFA requires its member 
associations to comply with certain safeguards and 
procedures to access funds from its FIFA Forward 
Programme, especially for youth and women’s 
soccer. FIFPRO, an international union 
representing professional soccer players 
worldwide, has called for the hosting of mega 
sporting events to be contingent on demonstrable 
compliance with key standards for adequate and 
effective prevention, reporting and investigation of 
abuse and misconduct. 

CHALLENGES TO PREVENTION  
Unfortunately, as we have seen, failure to prevent 
sextortion and other forms of sexual abuse in the 
sport sector is all too common. According to Joyce 
Cook, FIFA’s Chief Education and Social 
Responsibility Officer:  

(t)here is an evident lack of 
basic safeguards and 
preventative measures across 
sport that create an enabling 
environment for abuse to 
happen.130 

Joyce Cook 

Balancing autonomy with 
responsibility for preventing sexual 
abuse  

As noted in the section Structural factors, sport 
organisations tend to be autonomous (non-
government) entities. This means that they do not 
have the same legal obligations as public sector 
entities to develop and implement preventive 
measures that could help address the conditions 
that enable sextortion and other forms of sexual 
abuse to flourish. Most countries have a ministry or 
agency with responsibility for steering sport policy 
and managing public funds to support sporting 
activity. However, as non-state (private) entities, 
sport organisations are rarely legally required to 
adopt prevention mechanisms.  

There are some exceptions to this. In 2021, for 
example, the California State Supreme Court ruled 
that USA Taekwondo, the governing body for that 
sport in the US, had a legal duty to protect athletes 
from sexual abuse and could be held liable for the 
harm caused by its coaches131 (see the box 
Retribution for speaking up). In the EU, the Directive 
on Corporate Due Diligence and Corporate 
Accountability (2021), which is currently under 
discussion, would require companies that trade in 
the EU to monitor, identify, prevent and remedy 
risks to human rights, the environment and 
governance in their operations and business 
relationships. In theory, this could include risks of 
sextortion and other forms of sexual abuse. 
However, many smaller sport organisations would 

https://www.sportengland.org/campaigns-and-our-work/code-sports-governance#review-16245
https://www.canada.ca/en/canadian-heritage/news/2021/07/backgrounder---minister-guilbeault-announces-new-independent-safe-sport-mechanism.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/canadian-heritage/news/2021/07/backgrounder---minister-guilbeault-announces-new-independent-safe-sport-mechanism.html
https://safesport.dosb.de/fuer-verbaende
https://digitalhub.fifa.com/m/546c0917b35b042f/original/qdot1ebd3e4k9fmimmke-pdf.pdf
https://digitalhub.fifa.com/m/546c0917b35b042f/original/qdot1ebd3e4k9fmimmke-pdf.pdf
https://www.fifpro.org/media/qxuhr0av/no-more-silence-action-against-abuse.pdf
https://www.fifpro.org/media/qxuhr0av/no-more-silence-action-against-abuse.pdf
https://www.fifpro.org/media/qxuhr0av/no-more-silence-action-against-abuse.pdf
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be exempt from the requirements as it would only 
apply to large companies, publicly listed small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs) and high-risk SMEs.132 

Weak policy enforcement  

Even where international or national sport 
federations require preventative action to be taken 
among their members, there is often a disconnect 
between policy and procedures at global, national 
and grassroots levels. For example, the IOC has 
recognised that the impact of their policies and 
procedures on athlete welfare may be limited 
because National Olympic Committees and 
international sport federations rarely interact 
directly with athletes at national federation, club or 
grassroots level.133  

In Germany, the German Olympic Sports 
Confederation (DOSB) adopted the Munich 
Declaration for the Protection against Sexualised 
Violence in Sport in 2010. The declaration has 15 
measures including prevention of sexual violence as 
a mandatory topic in sport qualifications, 
development of learning and teaching materials, 
adoption of codes of ethics, and rules for revocation 
of licenses.134 However, a study in 2019 found that 
many sport organisations at the time were failing to 
meet these obligations because of the autonomy of 
the system and lack of accountability to the DOSB or 
government. Fewer than half of national sport 
federations included the prevention of sexual 
violence in their statutes and only 50 per cent 
included it in coaches' education and training 
systems.135 To address this, the DOSB recently 
introduced a policy whereby the receipt of public 
funding for national sport federations is conditional 
on the introduction of prevention measures (see 
further discussion in the box Examples of funding 
conditionality for prevention above). 

Similarly, a 2017 assessment of Romanian sport 
governance across nine sports found that 
federations were ill-equipped to prevent and handle 
cases of corruption and abuse. No federation had 
statements or reports about conflicts of interest 
among staff or leadership members, and about a 
third failed to provide motivations for their 
decisions.136 Fewer than half had codes of conduct 
establishing an obligation to act with integrity for 
council members and staff, and even fewer had 
norms regarding gifts and expenses. Very few 
federations had term limits for leadership members. 
Only a third had athlete representation and none 
had a policy on athlete inclusion. Most federations 
were found to pay too little attention to gender 

equality,137 with fewer than 10 per cent having 
women presidents by 2018.138 According to an 
opinion survey among coaches and instructors, 53 
per cent considered preconceived ideas about 
women the main reason for lower representation, 
and a similar proportion said quotas would be 
beneficial.139 The 2017 assessment found that close 
to half of the organisations had a specific policy 
against sexual harassment, but only a few had a 
point of contact designated to handle related cases 
or issues. The assessment concluded that, 
“(r)egulations against sexual harassment are not 
supported by concrete strategic actions.”140   

In Mexico, the National Commission of Physical 
Culture and Sport (CONADE), the Mexican 
government entity tasked with leading sport policy 
and promotion of physical activity, has announced 
on multiple occasions a “zero-tolerance” policy to 
sexual harassment. However, a study found that 
actions “lacked significance” and athletes and 
coaches had not received training about abuse or 
how to report it.141 At state level, bills have been 
proposed to make it an obligation for CONADE to 
create mechanisms to prevent and handle reports 
of abuse and for sport organisations to adopt them, 
but with no success so far.142 Even among the more 
institutionally developed and well-funded 
federations, such as the Mexican Football 
Federation, prevention measures are not 
comprehensive. The Mexican Football Federation’s 
code of ethics establishes ground rules for 
disciplinary processes. However, it does not require 
that those handling complaints have training in 
investigations or in gender-based violence, and it 
offers no guarantees that sanctions are to be 
independently decided.  

Limited prioritisation of sexual abuse 
prevention in smaller organisations  

Many national and local sport organisations around 
the world are small and dependent on volunteers. 
Decision-making is often ad-hoc and opaque, with 
little or no attention paid to educating staff and 
volunteers about abuse or developing prevention 
protocols. A study on the extent to which prevention 
measures have been implemented in voluntary 
sport clubs in Germany found that only half of the 
clubs in the sample saw the prevention of sexual 
abuse as a relevant topic. On average, the clubs had 
implemented only a small number of measures.143 
Research from Canada found that weak leadership 
and limited financial and human resources, 
especially in smaller sport organisations, often 
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meant that preventing sexual abuse was considered 
a low priority or even perceived as a burden.144 
Some evidence suggests that a high proportion of 
volunteers among members of voluntary sport 
organisations has a significant positive effect on the 
degree of awareness and engagement around 
issues of child protection.145 This indicates that the 
relationship between financial resources and 
prevention is more complex than often suggested.  

Another key challenge relates to the lack of 
awareness and understanding of what prevention is 
and why it is needed. The Canadian study found that 
coaches, parents and administrators often feared 
that high profile prevention activities might be 
perceived as an acknowledgement of the presence 
of sexual abuse within their organisation or that 
exposure could lead to exaggeration, dramatisation 
and excessive monitoring by parents. In turn, this 
might lead to unfounded allegations. Stakeholders 
also questioned the cost-effectiveness of prevention 
measures vis-a-vis the perceived limited results.146 
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REPORTING AND SANCTIONING 
SEXTORTION IN SPORT 

Reporting mechanisms are widely recognised as an 
essential component in tackling sexual abuse, 
corruption and other wrongdoing in sport, in 
addition to the prevention mechanisms discussed 
above. The Conference of the States Parties to 
UNCAC in 2019 specifically encouraged states to 
consider developing reporting mechanisms in the 
sport sector, establishing effective protection 
measures for reporting persons and witnesses, and 
increasing awareness of such measures.147 

EFFECTIVE REPORTING MECHANISMS IN 
SPORT ORGANISATIONS  
According to the United Nations Office on Drugs and 
Crime’s (UNODC’s) Practical Guide for Development 
and Implementation of Reporting Mechanisms in 
Sport, a good reporting mechanism uses a 
combination of at least two interfaces; allows 
confidential and anonymous reporting; provides 
adequate information about what can be reported, 
how to make a report safely and how reports are 
handled; and is easily accessible. While the guide 
does not make explicit reference to sextortion as a 
reportable offence, UNODC’s definition of the type 
of wrongdoing in sport that should fall within the 
scope of reporting mechanisms covers corruption 
(including fraud, bribery and abuse of position) and 
abuse and harassment.148 Thus, it encompasses 
both of the key elements of sextortion. 
Furthermore, the principles underpinning a robust 
reporting mechanism, as described below, are 
equally applicable to cases of sextortion. 

Crucially, the effectiveness of reporting mechanisms 
relies on the commitment of those who lead sport 
organisations. This includes a commitment to 
ensure that reporting mechanisms have adequate 
resources and mandates and are impartial, and a 
commitment to maintain confidentiality, ensure that 
any reprisals against reporting persons are 
redressed and ensure that wrongdoing identified is 
appropriately remediated and sanctioned. Ensuring 
that the reporting mechanism is clearly and simply 
communicated, actively encouraging the reporting 
of wrongdoing and promoting reporting persons as 
role models are also key to success.149 

Furthermore, it is crucial to ensure that reporting 
mechanisms are gender-sensitive to facilitate an 
environment in which women are comfortable 
about reporting wrongdoing. To achieve this, it is 
vital to understand the motivations, patterns of 
behaviour, incentives and barriers relating to 
reporting that exist between men and women. 
Research shows that women value policies that 
provide protection from retaliation and 
confidentiality provisions more than men.150 To this 
end, gender-sensitive reporting mechanisms must 
be well equipped to deal with sextortion. This 
requires providing: access to appropriate resources, 
including psychological, financial and legal support; 
clear guidance on the reporting process as well as 
legal guidance and support; protection against 
retaliation; and coordinated efforts between anti-
corruption and gender-based violence-reporting 
mechanisms. Furthermore, officials interacting with 
victims must be mindful of their language and 
possible biases. Experience shows that women are 

https://www.unodc.org/documents/corruption/Publications/2019/19-09580_Reporting_Mechanisms_in_Sport_ebook.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/corruption/Publications/2019/19-09580_Reporting_Mechanisms_in_Sport_ebook.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/corruption/Publications/2019/19-09580_Reporting_Mechanisms_in_Sport_ebook.pdf
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more likely to report or pursue the cases if they can 
interact with a woman.151 

FAILURES IN INTERNAL REPORTING  
Unfortunately, experience shows that the sport 
sector has repeatedly and widely failed to 
implement effective reporting systems. Instead, it 
has tended to foster a culture of mistrust of 
reporting, silence, fear and retribution that 
discourages speaking up and facilitates further 
abuse.152 This is often compounded by the short 
career window that athletes face, which can further 
deter reporting as it may disturb a successful career 
path or even lead to exclusion from sport. As a 
result, levels of reporting are very low. Even when 
athletes and others finally disclose harm, they often 
wait years before reporting it.153 This can make it 
more difficult to hold perpetrators to account, 
especially where statutes of limitations apply. 

Delayed reporting 
In 2019, five women swimmers reported to Der 
Spiegel newspaper allegations of sexual assault, 
psychological manipulation and bullying by 
Germany’s national open-water swimming coach 
dating as far back as 2011. Some of the swimmers 
were minors at the time. The coach had faced 
similar allegations before and was previously 
placed on leave pending investigations that did not 
lead to prosecution.  

Following the publication of the Der Spiegel article, 
the coach was placed on indefinite leave by the 
German Swimming Federation and resigned 
shortly afterwards. Three days later, the Würzburg 
public prosecutor began investigating the 
allegations. Four swimmers made allegations to 
the investigators but most of the proceedings were 
discontinued either because they had exceeded 
the statute of limitations or because of insufficient 
evidence (“one person’s word against another” 
under German law). In February 2022, the district 
court of Würzburg issued a penalty order against 
the coach for sexual abuse of a competitive 
underage swimmer in two cases. Both cases are 
said to have taken place in the period 2011/2012. 
He received a six-month suspended sentence and 
EUR 1,500 penalty fine and was barred as a 
professional or voluntary swimming coach for 
three years. The coach initially denied the 

allegations, but finally admitted guilt in the penal 
proceedings. 

The sources who spoke to Der Speigel attributed 
the coach’s position of power and their own 
competitive pressure to succeed in the swimming 
federation as two of the reasons why it had taken 
years for them to speak out. Reportedly, one 
swimmer felt pressured to respond to the coach’s 
text messages because “if you didn’t take part, he 
wouldn’t have spoken to you – and didn’t (sic.) train 
you anymore.” 

 

Stigma and retaliation  

Widespread stigma around abuse and common 
feelings of shame and guilt that victims/survivors 
frequently experience mean that many cases of 
sexual abuse are not reported.154 This is especially 
true when existing reporting mechanisms do not 
facilitate safe and trusted opportunities to inform 
sport organisations about concerns.155 

When athletes do speak up, they are often treated 
with distrust or contempt. In some cases, reporting 
abuse leads to the use of formal mechanisms 
against them. Retaliation is common in the stories 
of victims/survivors of abuse in sport, including 
mistreatment, threats and being excluded from 
important events (see the box Retribution for 
speaking up). Bystanders often fail to report 
because they fear that it would jeopardise their 
career or ruin the career of someone else who they 
are not certain has done something wrong.156 

Retribution for speaking up 
A retired soccer player interviewed for this report 
recalled reporting her coach for bullying to the 
director of a club. She states that she and another 
woman soccer player pleaded with the director not 
to reveal they had reported him because he was a 
“vindictive coach” but that by the end of the week, 
the director had revealed their names to the 
coach. While one player decided to leave the club 
at that point, the other player stayed and was 
benched for the summer. Although the case did 
not involve any form of sexual abuse or coercion, 
years later, in 2019, the coach was detained with 
multiple charges of sexual abuse and exploitation 
spanning two decades.  

https://www.spiegel.de/sport/stefan-lurz-bewaehrungsstrafe-fuer-ehemaligen-schwimm-bundestrainer-wegen-sexuellen-missbrauchs-a-a65cd3e7-c5c6-45e8-ba33-838a2e6a6933
https://www.spiegel.de/sport/stefan-lurz-bewaehrungsstrafe-fuer-ehemaligen-schwimm-bundestrainer-wegen-sexuellen-missbrauchs-a-a65cd3e7-c5c6-45e8-ba33-838a2e6a6933
https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/sexualisierte-gewalt-strafbefehl-stefan-lurz-100.html
https://www.spiegel.de/sport/staatsanwaltschaft-beantragt-strafbefehl-gegen-ehemaligen-schwimm-bundestrainer-lurz-a-ad20786a-1f11-4d92-8c53-b56aa7513721
https://swimswam.com/german-ow-national-coach-lurz-resigns-after-allegations-of-sexual-assault/
https://www.citynews1130.com/2020/12/10/former-whitecaps-womens-coach-charged-with-sexual-offences/
https://www.citynews1130.com/2020/12/10/former-whitecaps-womens-coach-charged-with-sexual-offences/
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In the US, a young taekwondo athlete who alleged 
that she had been repeatedly abused by a coach 
and his brother claims she was dropped from the 
national team when she started seeing a 
boyfriend, even though she had won the World 
Championship. She informed the governing body 
about the abuse, including a police report she had 
filed for burglary when the coach broke into her 
home. It is reported that the then CEO of US 
Taekwondo said the allegations “weren’t credible” 
and saw no reason to review the decision to drop 
her from the team. Furthermore, the organisation 
suspended her for “wrongfully” accusing the men 
and called her allegations “defamatory utterances” 
that “are untrue and damaging to the morale of 
the team.” According to the legal suit she 
eventually filed, the same CEO later offered to add 
her to the 2008 Olympic team if she withdrew her 
complaint against the coach and signed a 
statement saying she had fabricated the 
allegations. She refused. 

In the Afghanistan case discussed above (see the 
box Extent of sextortion in women’s soccer), some 
of the individuals who spoke up about sexual 
coercion of women players reported they received 
death and rape threats and had to flee the 
country. 

Misunderstanding and conflicts of 
interest  

In many cases of abuse, the parties accused are 
either senior leaders of the organisations or the 
abuse happens in their presence. This brings into 
question the extent to which those tasked with 
investigating and sanctioning complaints can act 
independently from their employers or superiors.  

 

In our overwhelming 
experience football players do 
not report abuse because the 
reporting mechanisms in the 
game are too closely linked 
with the power structures 
that enable abuse. Put simply, 
they don’t trust the process to 
be impartial and safe and they 
don’t believe it will rigorously 
investigate everyone who 

participated, facilitated or 
ignored abuse. 

FIFPRO157 

Supporting the perpetrators, not the 
victims 
In a complaint filed with the Romanian Olympic 
and Sports Committee (ROSC) and the Romanian 
Bobsleigh and Skeleton Federation in 2020, which 
was later reported in the media, a woman Olympic 
bobsledder reported being forced to attend 
meetings with men from the criminal world of 
Constanta in Southern Romania in her spare time. 
In her account the coach would introduce the 
athletes as “his girls”. She stated that the men 
asked her if she fancied sexual intercourse and 
that on one occasion one of the men from 
Constanta asked the coach if he had any girls for 
him to which the coach replied, “I will bring them 
to dinner tonight so you can see them.” According 
to the bobsledder, the dinners were not invitations 
that she was free to reject. In another incident, she 
details how the coach asked her if she was wearing 
any underwear and said that she should pull her 
skirt up and show him. For the athlete, playing 
along with the coach’s demands was, implicitly, the 
price to pay to be on the team. 

The complaint prompted the Romanian Olympic 
and Sports Committee to open an investigation. 
The coach – who has denied all allegations – was 
suspended pending the disciplinary process. 
However, before the hearings even took place, the 
Federation’s secretary-general said, “Personally, I 
have no indication that the girl’s statements are 
credible. From our perspective, it is possible that 
there is a rich imagination in the middle and that 
there are interests on her part. It seems to be a 
scam.” 

This was not the first time a sport organisation had 
taken a position before the disciplinary process 
concluded or even started. In 2018, after the 
Gazeta Sporturilor revealed claims by nine former 
judo athletes against three coaches for alleged 
physical and verbal abuse, the president of the 
Romanian Olympic and Sports Committee offered 
his “total support” to one of the coaches. The 
Ethics Commission hearings had not even started 
at that point. The coach denied the allegations and 

https://msmagazine.com/2021/07/27/olympics-sexual-abuse-mandy-meloon-taekwondo-jean-lopez/
https://msmagazine.com/2021/07/27/olympics-sexual-abuse-mandy-meloon-taekwondo-jean-lopez/
https://msmagazine.com/2021/07/27/olympics-sexual-abuse-mandy-meloon-taekwondo-jean-lopez/
https://msmagazine.com/2021/07/27/olympics-sexual-abuse-mandy-meloon-taekwondo-jean-lopez/
https://advocacyforfairnessinsports.org/current-litigation/gilbert-v-usa-taekwondo/at-what-price-glory/
https://advocacyforfairnessinsports.org/current-litigation/gilbert-v-usa-taekwondo/at-what-price-glory/
https://www.cbc.ca/sports/soccer/afghanistan-soccer-cry-for-help-amid-government-collapse-1.6142728
https://www.cbc.ca/sports/soccer/afghanistan-soccer-cry-for-help-amid-government-collapse-1.6142728
https://www.ziuadevest.ro/hartuire-violenta-proxenetism-intr-un-lot-olimpic-al-romaniei-dezvaluirile-unei-sportive-din-timisoara/
https://www.gsp.ro/sporturi/altele/federatia-romana-de-bob-reactie-revoltatoare-dupa-scandalul-de-hartuire-sexuala-de-la-lot-e-posibil-ca-fata-sa-aiba-imaginatie-bogata-616810.html
https://www.gsp.ro/gsp-special/investigatie/update-video-n-au-inteles-nimic-stupoare-la-sediul-cosr-dupa-audierile-antrenorului-agresiv-la-judo-il-sustinem-total-pe-bercean-555177.html
https://www.gsp.ro/gsp-special/investigatie/update-video-n-au-inteles-nimic-stupoare-la-sediul-cosr-dupa-audierile-antrenorului-agresiv-la-judo-il-sustinem-total-pe-bercean-555177.html
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the investigation was closed two-and-a-half years 
later, on the basis that the athletes’ testimonies 
lacked evidence to merit sanctions. The president 
of the Judo Federation labelled the case “an 
artificial scandal”. According to the Gazeta 
Sporturilor, the coach in question and the 
president of the Romanian Olympic and Sports 
Committee were both commissioners at a private 
sport club, with the coach holding a higher rank. 

Where the leadership is involved in abuses, internal 
investigations, if they happen at all, are wrapped up 
quickly. This sends the message that abuse will be 
tolerated, abusers protected, and complainants and 
whistleblowers punished. Both the Afghanistan and 
Haiti cases discussed above (see the box Extent of 
sextortion in women’s soccer) ultimately required 
significant support from FIFPRO – including legal, 
psychological and safety support for those affected 
– and the intervention of FIFA for the accused 
leaders to receive lifetime bans from the sport.  

Many in the sector continue to think the problem 
does not affect their sport, organisation or country. 
In some cases, sport leaders interpret an absence of 
complaints as proof that there is no problem. 
However, experience shows that poor awareness-
raising and poor reporting mechanisms are an 
important part of why abused individuals often 
decide not to report.158 In fact, some studies show 
that many sport administrators think the presence 
of reporting procedures and mechanisms may lead 
to unfounded allegations. However, the fear of false 
allegations against coaches and figures of authority 
has proven to be unfounded.159 In fact, the opposite 
is true. Research from the private sector shows that 
robust internal reporting mechanisms help protect 
companies from the effects of misconduct, including 
legal liability, serious financial losses and lasting 
reputational harm. Effective internal reporting 
mechanisms also foster a corporate culture of trust 
and responsiveness. Companies have found that 
such mechanisms provide real benefits to their 
culture, brand, long-term value creation and 
growth.160  

Lack of capacity and expertise  

Sport organisations often lack the capacity and 
expertise to detect and investigate reports of abuse, 
including cultural and linguistic expertise and 
understanding of gender dynamics, sexual violence 
and/or trauma.161 Interviewing techniques often fail 
to consider the trauma of abuse, and how it impacts 
the recall and recounting of events. Often victims 

have been groomed over a long period, coerced, 
threatened and harmed, and threats have been 
made to family members.162 The failure to 
acknowledge and address the particularities of 
abuse cases places athletes at even greater risk and 
impedes the ability of sport organisations to tackle 
poor practice and unlawful conduct.163 

Cover ups and intimidation  
In September 2021, an independent investigation 
found that at least seven coaches and officials in 
Mali’s national basketball federation (FMBB) for 
decades have taken part in or known of sexual 
abuse of women players on the country’s national 
U19 and U16 teams. The investigation report noted 
that the basketball federation took part in several 
attempts to cover-up the abuse and obstruct the 
investigation, including efforts to intimidate 
witnesses. 

In 2020, women referees in Zimbabwe reported 
persistent harassment from some male members 
of the referees’ committee asking for sexual 
benefits, including spending the night at a hotel, in 
exchange for promotions and more assignments 
to officiate games. When one of the referees 
confided in other women, they discovered they all 
had similar experiences. The men have denied the 
allegations.  

Once the news broke, the Zimbabwe Football 
Association (ZIFA) announced it would investigate 
and encouraged anyone suffering the same abuse 
to come forward. However, alongside the 
announcement of the investigation, ZIFA issued a 
warning: “We note with concern that ever since the 
current executive committee assumed office, there 
have been spirited efforts by some noted 
individuals writing on social and print media to 
bring the name of the association into disrepute. 
We therefore reiterate that ZIFA has sound 
governance principles and will take all necessary 
steps to ensure that its reputation is not tainted.” 
According to media reports, a member of the 
Zimbabwe Referees Committee attempted to 
discredit the women by accusing a fellow member 
of inciting women referees to make the sexual 
harassment allegations against some bosses 
public, labelling the process a “witch-hunt”. 

Survivor-centred support for victims of abuse in 
sport is therefore essential. It includes the provision 
of specialist investigators, safe refuge and 
psychological and care providers who are 

https://www.gsp.ro/sporturi/altele/cosr-florin-bercean-verdict-agresiuni-judo-634845.html
https://www.gsp.ro/sporturi/altele/cosr-florin-bercean-verdict-agresiuni-judo-634845.html
https://www.gsp.ro/gsp-special/investigatie/afacere-intre-comisari-explicatie-pentru-sustinerea-rusinoasa-afisata-de-cosr-fata-de-abuzurile-lui-florin-bercean-557286.html
https://www.gsp.ro/gsp-special/investigatie/afacere-intre-comisari-explicatie-pentru-sustinerea-rusinoasa-afisata-de-cosr-fata-de-abuzurile-lui-florin-bercean-557286.html
https://www.playthegame.org/news/news-articles/2021/0670_human-rights-watch-fiba-president-should-go-after-sexual-abuse-case-in-mali/
https://www.chronicle.co.zw/sex-scandal-rocks-refs-body/
https://www.chronicle.co.zw/sex-scandal-rocks-refs-body/
https://www.chronicle.co.zw/zifa-asks-victims-of-alleged-sexual-harassment-to-come-forward/
https://www.chronicle.co.zw/witch-hunt-at-referees-committee-over-sexual-harassment-reports/
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experienced in dealing with sexual abuse.164 
Interviewing in abuse cases requires victim support 
before and during the interview, and counselling 
and support afterwards.165 

INDEPENDENT INVESTIGATION AND 
SANCTIONING OF SEXTORTION  
Attempts to deal with sextortion and other forms of 
sexual abuse internally within sport organisations 
are challenging. Consequently, there is an urgent 
need for independent investigation and sanctioning 
to ensure that perpetrators are held accountable for 
their actions. To this end, the IOC’s Safeguarding 
Toolkit considers as a “gold standard” a reporting 
mechanism that is managed by someone at arm’s 
length to the organisation, to reduce the possibility 
of conflicts of interest.  

As noted by Maximilian Klein, a representative from 
Athletes Germany, an independent entity 
representing squad athletes in Germany: 

We need a system below the 
criminal one to issue 
sanctions. We do that in anti-
doping and the same can be 
done for abuse in sport. We 
need to discuss if federations 
should transfer power to an 
entity that can investigate 
and issue sanctions. 

Maximilian Klein166 

National-level mechanisms  

Such independent entities with the mandate, 
expertise, and resources to receive complaints, 
conduct professional investigations with a victim-
centred approach, and make decisions or 
recommendations are rare. Those that do exist tend 
to operate at national level, focus on high-level 
athletes and have jurisdiction over a limited number 
of sports.  

One such entity is in place in the US. Following the 
US Olympic abuse scandal mentioned above, which 
brought to light the complicity or indifference of 
several sport organisations, the US Congress passed 

a law in 2018 that recognised the US Center for 
SafeSport (SafeSport) as an independent 
organisation with exclusive jurisdiction to 
investigate and resolve reports of sexual 
misconduct within the US Olympic and Paralympic 
Movement (namely the US Olympic and Paralympic 
Committee and individual national governing 
bodies). However, despite its initial promise, the 
organisation has struggled to build a reputation for 
being effective and trustworthy.167 

According to media reports, SafeSport has been 
hampered by significant legal setbacks, disputes 
over transparency and questions about its 
independence. Questions have also been raised 
about SafeSport’s funding model, which in part 
relies on financial support from individual sport 
federations. The questions are based on the 
number and complexity of allegations reported to 
the center that could incentivise federations to 
discourage reports of abuse.168 The fact that 
SafeSport is part funded by the US Olympic and 
Paralympic Committee has raised concerns about 
potential conflicts of interest in any cases in which 
the committee might have an interest.169  

SafeSport has also been criticised for its lack of 
teeth. For example, it issued lifetime bans to several 
prominent coaches, which were later set aside after 
appeals via an independent arbitration process. 
Indeed 42 per cent of those who have completed an 
appeal of a SafeSport ruling have had their 
sanctions modified, reduced or removed either 
because an independent arbitrator overturned or 
modified them or the centre issued an 
“administrative closure” before the arbitrator’s 
decision was issued. There have been instances of 
coaches initially found by SafeSport to have sexually 
assaulted athletes on multiple occasions being 
allowed to return to their sports without any official 
public record of the claims made against them.170 
This undermines the faith of some athletes and their 
advocates in the centre’s work, which in turn 
threatens its ability to function effectively. Leaders 
of some federations have voiced concerns that 
SafeSport’s rules prevent them from taking their 
own measures to protect athletes from individuals 
that they consider to be a risk.171  

A similar entity has been suggested in Germany, 
after a call from Athletes Germany.172 The entity is 
supported by the government with ongoing 
discussion on its scope and structure.  

In Switzerland, at the end of 2020, the Swiss 
Parliament’s Science, Education and Culture 
Committee presented two motions for the 
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establishment of a help centre and an independent 
complaints mechanism where athletes can report 
any type of abuse in the exercise of their activity, 
including physical, mental or sexual abuse, 
harassment or abuse of power.173 The approval by 
the Federal Council of these two motions provided 
the political endorsement for the creation of Swiss 
Sport Integrity, to be financed by the Federal Office 
of Sport (OFSPO) and Swiss Olympic.174 Swiss Sport 
Integrity will replace the decentralised system that 
has been in place since 2016 and will be available 
for anyone to report a grievance (athletes, parents, 
supervisors, teachers, etc).175 

International-level mechanisms  

At international level, FIFA is proposing the creation 
of an entity that would have the mandate to 
investigate cases from different sports. It would 
prioritise sexual harassment and abuse cases and 
misconduct related to reporting (including failure to 
report abuse when the underlying allegation 
involves child abuse or sexual misconduct). The 
entity would provide three types of services using a 
phased approach over time, namely: protection and 
support, intelligence and investigations, and 
prevention. It would be an independent non-profit 
run by experts, although the board would also 
include representatives from international 
federations.176  

Among the challenges identified during the 
consultation process for the proposed entity were 
differences in national legislation across 
jurisdictions (for example, whistleblower protection, 
child and victim protection, data protection laws 
etc.), the need to restrict the scope of individuals 
over whom the entity would have jurisdiction and 
the scope of offences that the entity would address. 
Other potential challenges included limited 
resources and lack of specialised expertise, lack of 
trust and confidence in international institutions, 
the challenge of managing diverse interests, and the 
need to assure culturally sensitive victim/survivor-
centred, human rights, and child-centred 
approaches to investigations, among others.177  

Tackling sextortion through the 
criminal justice system  

One of the potential routes to sanction sextortion 
(in sport and more generally in society) is through 
the criminal justice system, under either gender-
based violence and sexual harassment laws or anti-

corruption laws. However, both options currently 
face a number of considerable obstacles.  

Gender-based violence, child 
protection and sexual harassment 
laws 

These laws often target the kind of abuse that is 
involved in sextortion. Examples are a supervisor 
who abuses his authority to extort sex from 
employees in exchange for overtime assignments or 
a teacher who offers students good grades in 
exchange for sex. However, in many countries, the 
scope of these laws may be limited to employment 
and educational settings. This would likely exclude 
many cases of sextortion in the sport sector. 
Furthermore, in many jurisdictions the offence may 
be considered a civil rather than a criminal matter.  

Sextortion relies on authority rather than force as 
the means of coercion. Consequently, it can be 
difficult to prove under many gender-based violence 
laws, which require evidence of threatened or actual 
physical force. Moreover, the fact that victims who 
accede to the perpetrator’s request for a sexual 
benefit may be viewed as having “consented” to the 
sexual conduct poses particular challenges in 
prosecuting sextortion under gender based-violence 
laws.  

Anti-corruption laws 

Addressing sextortion under anti-corruption 
legislation has the advantage that coercion does not 
have to be proved under such laws as it does under 
gender-based violence or sexual harassment laws. 
Under anti-corruption legislation, the mere 
solicitation or suggestion of bribery (in this case with 
sex as the “currency”) could be understood as 
meeting the threshold required to constitute abuse 
of authority, thus bypassing the issue of consent.  

However, most corruption laws tend to criminalise 
the offer and the provision of a bribe, therefore 
potentially criminalising a person who is a victim of 
sextortion (as the “bribe giver”). This may also create 
disincentives for victims to report cases of 
sextortion. Furthermore, many anti-corruption laws 
only criminalise public sector bribery, which would 
exclude many cases of sextortion, including many 
(but not all) of those in the sport sector.  

A further challenge relates to the fact that non-
monetary forms of bribery (including sexual acts) 
are not contemplated under all anti-corruption laws. 
While a few anti-corruption statutes use language 
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that explicitly covers sexual benefits (for example, 
Burundi), this is not the norm. Reference to “undue 
advantage” in UNCAC is expressly designed to 
encompass the widest possible forms of corruption, 
including non-monetary ones. The application of 
this interpretation as broadly as intended would, in 
theory, include sextortion. However, in practice, the 
interpretation has tended to be narrow, even where 
language in anti-corruption legislation allows for an 
interpretation that covers all non-financial forms of 
bribery.178 Regardless of the approach adopted, it is 
critical to ensure that legislation addressing 
sextortion protects and does not criminalise victims. 
The primary focus must be on the perpetrator’s 
abuse of authority.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

The following recommendations outline a range of 
reforms for different actors to address structural 
imbalances and strengthen prevention and 
reporting/sanctioning measures across the sport 
sector.  

While many of the measures are relevant for 
tackling sexual abuse more broadly, the focus as far 
as possible is on those measures considered to have 
a greater impact on addressing sextortion more 
specifically. It should be noted that the 
recommendations related to reporting and 
sanctioning do not provide detailed advice on 
setting up and managing reporting mechanisms, as 
these are well covered elsewhere (see for example 
Transparency International’s Topic Guide on Internal 
Whistleblowing Mechanisms and UNODC’s Practical 
Guide for Development and Implementation of 
Reporting Mechanisms in Sport). Instead, the focus is 
on the broader structures and enabling conditions 
that need to be in place to support effective 
reporting and sanctioning. 

PREVENTING SEXTORTION IN SPORT 

Sport organisations 

1. Sport organisations should publicly express 
the commitment of senior management to 
preventing and addressing sexual abuse, 
including sextortion, and other forms of 
abuse and foster an organisational culture that 
prioritises the welfare of its members and 
athletes over the reputation of the 
organisation/sport. 
 

2. Sport organisations should actively promote 
the participation of athletes and other 

stakeholders, particularly women, in their 
governance to help break down the structures 
of cronyism that dominate the sector. This could 
include encouraging athletes to organise 
through representative bodies and promote the 
involvement of these bodies in addressing cases 
of abuse (as recommended by FIFPRO in the 
context of soccer), increasing the level of 
representation of athletes (or their 
representatives) on the boards of sport 
governing bodies (as was recently introduced in 
the context of the US National Olympic and 
Paralympic Committee), or introducing 
mechanisms such as athletes’ panels or surveys 
to gather the views of athletes on the prevention 
of sextortion and other forms of sexual abuse.  
 

3. Sport organisations should consider the 
introduction of quotas for women board 
members to create more diverse decision-
making environments, while also promoting 
gender equality as an organisational value. 
Boards with a greater gender balance have been 
found to be less prone to corruption179 and 
more active against sexual abuse in sport.180  
 

4. Sport organisations should actively support 
the development and employment of women 
coaches and work to eliminate the gender 
pay gap among athletes and coaches. This 
could include providing comprehensive 
maternity support to woman athletes and 
coaches to protect them from pregnancy-related 
discrimination and ensuring, as the Women’s 
Tennis Association has done, that athletes do not 
lose ranking positions while they are on 
maternity leave.181 
 

https://knowledgehub.transparency.org/guide/topic-guide-whistleblowing/4250
https://knowledgehub.transparency.org/guide/topic-guide-whistleblowing/4250
https://www.unodc.org/documents/corruption/Publications/2019/19-09580_Reporting_Mechanisms_in_Sport_ebook.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/corruption/Publications/2019/19-09580_Reporting_Mechanisms_in_Sport_ebook.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/corruption/Publications/2019/19-09580_Reporting_Mechanisms_in_Sport_ebook.pdf
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5. Sport organisations should, where 
appropriate, introduce term limits for senior 
officials, as recommended by the Conference 
of Parties to UNCAC in 2019,182 to limit the 
concentration of power and enable new ideas to 
more readily influence organisational culture. 
Where these are adopted, term limits should 
balance these benefits with the imperative to 
ensure continuity, stability and institutional 
knowledge at senior management level, 
particularly in smaller-scale organisations.183 
 

6. Sport organisations should introduce codes of 
conduct applicable to all stakeholders 
involved with the organisation (including 
volunteers). These codes should outline 
expected behaviour and behaviour that would 
lead to disciplinary action, including sextortion 
and other forms of sexual abuse.  
 

7.  Sport organisations should adopt specific 
guidelines to address high-risk settings, such 
as away travel or locker rooms and formally 
define roles, expectations and the boundaries 
of the coach–athlete relationship. Where 
relevant/appropriate, codes may prohibit 
romantic/sexual relationships between coaches 
and athletes who are trained by the respective 
coach. Alternatively, codes could include clear 
guidelines on how to deal with such 
relationships, and/or at least require them to be 
declared. Where possible, individuals who fall 
within its scope should be required to explicitly 
commit to abide by the code and compliance 
should be monitored.  
 

8. Sport organisations should introduce clear 
and transparent criteria for decision-making 
to limit the unchecked power and 
unquestioned authority of decision-makers 
(including coaches). They should be required to 
document the rationale for their decisions and 
establish mechanisms through which decisions 
can be independently reviewed and appealed 
based on these criteria, such as technical review 
panels to examine or question decisions made 
by coaches. 
 

9. Sport organisations, in particular those 
working with children, should conduct 
vetting before they recruit any personnel 
(whether paid or unpaid) to positions of 
authority, to prevent known abusers moving 
from one organisation to another. Screening 
methods may include interviews, reference 

checks or criminal record checks/background 
checks.  
 

10. Sport organisations should introduce 
education and awareness-raising 
programmes to promote cultural change as 
recommended by the IOC’s Consensus 
Statement on harassment and abuse in sport.184 
Such educational measures should be part of an 
ongoing programme that targets all levels of the 
organisation and includes gender-awareness 
training, safeguarding training, and training on 
codes of conduct and the practical use of 
reporting mechanisms. Measures should include 
information on, and definitions and examples of 
types of abuse and should cover all forms of 
inappropriate behaviour, including sextortion. 
Ideally, sport organisations should have access 
to a resource person or an entity that can help 
design and provide training, awareness-raising 
sessions and other tools. 

Governments and sponsors 

11. Government and private sponsors should 
consider conditioning the provision of 
financial and other support to sport 
organisations on the implementation of good 
governance standards and prevention 
measures. This should include the adoption of 
transparency and accountability measures, and 
specific prevention measures that address the 
underlying conditions that enable sextortion to 
flourish. Private sponsors could consider pooling 
their efforts via a multi-stakeholder approach 
based on standardised international best-
practice to avoid duplication of effort.  
 

12. Governments and sport organisations should 
collect, analyse and publish disaggregated 
data (by gender, age and seniority) on sexual 
abuse, including sextortion and corruption 
across the sport sector, from the grassroots to 
elite levels. 
 

13. Governments and sport organisations should 
consider explicitly incorporating sextortion 
into governance policies and codes dealing 
with preventing and addressing sexual abuse 
across the sector. 

Civil society 

14. Civil society organisations should continue to 
raise awareness of the prevalence of 
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sextortion in sport and advocate for the 
adoption of effective prevention measures 
from the grassroots to elite levels. 
 

15. Civil society organisations working on anti-
corruption and gender-based violence should 
build partnerships to identify problems and 
solutions to sextortion, develop reciprocal 
training and sensitisation and engage in 
collaborative research and advocacy. 

REPORTING AND SANCTIONING SEXTORTION 
IN SPORT 

Sport organisations 

16. All sport organisations should have access to 
effective reporting mechanisms that:  

+ are supported by high-level commitment and 
adequate resources  

+ provide information about what can be reported 
(including corruption, abuse and sextortion), 
how to report safely and how reports are 
handled 

+ provide survivor-centred support, including the 
provision of specialist investigators, counselling 
and support to victims/survivors 

+ ensure confidentiality and anonymity and ensure 
that any reprisals against reporting persons and 
any act to hinder reporting are sanctioned and 
redressed 

+ actively encourage the reporting of wrongdoing 
and promote reporting persons as role models 

+ adopt a gender-sensitive approach by 
considering motivations and patterns of 
behaviour, as well as incentives and barriers 
relating to reporting for men and women, 
especially in contexts of concentrated power 

+ ensure that officials interacting with victims are 
mindful of their language and possible biases 

+ ensure that victims/survivors are consulted in 
the development of the mechanism 

17. Sport organisations should either develop 
their own reporting mechanisms, partner 
with other sport organisations to develop 
joint reporting mechanisms, or have access 
to an independent, centralised mechanism 
through an umbrella organisation, depending 
on the context and availability of resources. The 

scope of such mechanisms needs careful 
consideration (international, national, 
centralised, decentralised, single sport, multiple 
sports, professional athletes, all those 
participating in organised sports etc.). Where 
these mechanisms are introduced, they should 
be independently funded. Partnering with 
organisations specialised in sexual (and other 
forms of) abuse can help overcome capacity 
constraints and ensure access to the necessary 
expertise. 
 

18. Once reported, regardless of the channel 
through which the report is received, cases of 
sextortion and other forms of sexual abuse 
should be investigated by independent 
entities/ombudspersons to avoid conflicts of 
interest and potential attempts to interfere in 
investigations. Complex cases or those involving 
the organisation’s leadership should be handled 
in collaboration with competent authorities. Any 
evidence of criminal behaviour should be shared 
with the police. 
 

19. Sport organisations should incorporate 
sanctions and remedies for wrongdoing and, 
where appropriate, for those not acting on a 
report or an incident they witnessed. They 
should have a clear sanctions regime in place 
that is publicly known and outlines the 
applicable penalties for different types of 
wrongdoing, including sextortion and other 
forms of sexual abuse. 

Governments 

20. Governments should support the 
development of reporting mechanisms in 
sport, especially centralised, independent ones.  
 

21. Governments should appraise whether 
existing legal frameworks ensure effective 
prosecution of sextortion and legislate to fill 
any gaps that are identified. 
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