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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Daily headlines recount abuse that endangers athletes across every Received 25 August 2025
level of sport. Existing research demonstrates the devastating and Revised 19 March 2026
costly personal and public consequences of abuse in and around Accepted 26 March 2026
sporting environments. To learn what is needed to prevent the KEYWORDS

abuse of female athletes, #WeRideTogether, a nonprofit dedicated Grooming; sports; victims;
to eliminating abuse in sports, designed a qualitative analysis of abuse; prevention; power
publicly available secondary data utilizing a survivor-centered lens. imbalance; athletes;
Insights from the nonprofit’s boots-on-the-ground engagement safeguarding

with hundreds of stakeholders across athletic environments and

academia internationally, and a comprehensive literature review

on safeguarding and abuse prevention, contextualized the results.

The “Survivor Stories” of 16 female adult athlete-survivors of abuse

in sports highlighted key themes: a lack of understanding of the

power imbalances at play, a failure to capture the nuances of

sporting communities, and shortcomings in prevention education.

Findings suggest that athletic communities need to eliminate the

stigma around abuse prevention and improve access to tangible,

athlete-centered educational information on safeguarding that is

trauma-informed and evidence-based. Practical recommendations

and subsequent implementation from this research are discussed,

providing creative, community-centric approaches to safeguarding

that can be adopted at little to no financial cost. By listening to

athlete-survivors and presenting safeguarding materials in acces-

sible and actionable ways, this research emphasizes how athletes,

parents, coaches, and sports organizers can play a role in prevent-

ing abuse in sports.

Research from the International Olympic Committee across 143 countries
indicates that two-thirds of adolescents participate in a sport weekly, with
nearly half engaging more than once per week (International Olympic
Committee, & Allianz, 2023). While sports are often seen as safe spaces, 65%
of athletes report feeling that their best interests are not always considered
(Brackenridge, 1994; World Players Association, 2021). The prevalence of
abuse is rampant across all sports, globally, at every level of play. As per the
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CASES: General Report, 75% of respondents report at least one experience of
violence inside sport (Vertommen et al., 2021).

Literature review

Forms of abuse in sports include physical, emotional/psychological, sexual,
verbal, financial/exploitation, neglect, hazing, bullying, harassment, and
discrimination, and commonly overlap and intersect (Gattis & Moore,
2022; UN Women & United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization [UN], 2023; Vertommen et al., 2021). Victims often know
their abuser (Bjornseth & Szabo, 2018). The most common perpetrators are
peers and authority figures, such as coaches, trainers, and sporting staff
(U.S. Center for SafeSport, 2021; Vertommen et al., 2017). The average age
of the first incident of verbal, physical, or sexual abuse in sports is 13 to 15
years old (Bermon et al., 2021). Athletes from minority groups face
increased vulnerabilities to experiencing abuse (Tuakli-Wosornu et al.,
2024).

Prevalence rates for abuse in sports vary across studies, with gender differ-
ences for types of abuse (e.g., Bermon et al., 2021; UN, 2023; Vertommen et al.,
2021). Abuse is largely unreported in and out of the sporting context, and the
actual incidence rate will likely never be known (Vertommen et al., 2021).
Definitional challenges and discrepancies arise with researching abuse (Lang
et al., 2021). Some forms of abuse are considered “sanctioned violence in
sports” (Forsdike & O’Sullivan, 2022). Socio-cultural contexts and personal
athlete determinations of what is deemed abusive also must be taken into
consideration (Ahmed et al., 2017).

Power imbalances

Central in the literature is the role of power imbalances in sporting environ-
ments. A power imbalance exists when one person holds authority over
another and can occur among athletes and between athletes and authority
tigures in sports (Roberts et al., 2020). Individuals can leverage the power
imbalance to provide care and support or to facilitate abuse (Gaedicke et al.,
2021). Authority figures in sporting contexts hold various types of power that
overlap and intersect, such as expert, charismatic, and reward power, making
athletes susceptible to influence due to their dependence on and trust in the
person in power (International Olympic Committee, 2023). Recognizing these
nuanced forms of power at play in sports settings is crucial for understanding
how dynamics may be leveraged and exploited to facilitate abuse (St-Pierre
et al., 2022). Society contributes to the validation and inflation of the power
held by sporting authority figures by emphasizing financial gains and wins
(Roberts et al., 2020).
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Power and control tactics such as manipulation, coercion, threats, intimi-
dation, domination, isolation, possessiveness, minimizing, denying, and blam-
ing may be used by those in positions of power in sports (St-Pierre et al., 2022).
Quid pro quo situations, improper or coercive exchanges, and other forms of
duress are often present (Ahmed et al., 2017). Forsdike and Fullagar described
how coaches can be ““god-like’ and use a ‘psychology of fear” and that such
authoritarian behaviors are linked with success in sport and are embedded and
accepted (Forsdike & Fullagar, 2021, p. 20). Brackenridge speaks to the “family
structure” in sports where there are overly close, almost familial relationships
between coach and athlete that are often authoritarian (Brackenridge, 1994).
The occurrence of athlete-survivors second-guessing or rationalizing abusive
experiences is noted to be exacerbated in these climates where they feel
disempowered, voiceless, or have to comply (Gattis & Moore, 2022).
Athletes are not in a position to give consent, regardless of their age.

Grooming

Literature details how grooming is a primary tactic perpetrators use to exploit
power imbalances. Grooming, a form of abuse, can be difficult to pinpoint, as
it is “harmful behavior made to look like helpful behavior” (Bjernseth & Szabo,
2018; Nichols, 2022, p. 3). Grooming describes the gradual process whereby
a person engages in a pattern of strategic and manipulative behaviors to
perpetrate sexual abuse (Brackenridge & Fasting, 2005). Parents, friends, the
perpetrator’s partner or family, and organizations are also susceptible to the
perpetrator’s tactics (St-Pierre et al., 2022). The grooming process is often
broken up into stages, which can overlap and build upon one another: target-
ing the athlete, gaining trust, fulfilling their needs, isolating the athlete, sex-
ualizing the relationship, and maintaining control (Brackenridge & Fasting,
2005).

Research shows that perpetrators test their target athlete’s susceptibility,
reliability, secrecy, and cooperation (Brackenridge & Fasting, 2005).
Perpetrators identify an athlete and leverage aspects of their identity, person-
ality, or situation to create a sense of trust, need, and dependence (St-Pierre
et al., 2022). Perpetrators may target athletes who are new to the team, have
aspirational goals and drive, seem distant from their teammates, have trouble
in school or with their other interpersonal relationships, have demonstrated
that the sport is their whole life and/or a safe space, and/or who may regard
experiencing misconduct as an inherent sacrifice to their success
(Brackenridge, 1994; Pell, 2020).

Next, the perpetrator aims to engender credibility with the athlete, the
parents, the community, and the organization. They build social capital
through their reputation and accolades, which serve as barriers to accusations
(Brackenridge, 1994; Gaedicke et al., 2021). Given their position, perpetrators
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often operate without oversight or consequences (Stirling & Kerr, 2009). The
perpetrator also further extends influence over an athlete’s daily schedule,
sleep, eating, and social habits through the guise of improving athletic perfor-
mance (Gaedicke et al., 2021; Stirling & Kerr, 2009). Extended trust and access
contribute to the normalization of abuse under the pressures of “winning at all
costs” and authoritarian, demanding coaching styles akin to “this is how we
have always done it” (Parent et al., 2020; Roberts et al., 2020). The perpetrator
may also leverage society’s conscious or unconscious views of sports; there is
“assumed ‘purity’ of the activity,” and sports are “seen as existing outside the
regulatory and moral frameworks which operate in other spheres of institu-
tional life” (Brackenridge, 1994, p. 288). These phenomena contribute to the
implicit and explicit power of perpetrators in sports and explain why athletes,
parents, other staff, and organizations rarely challenge perpetrators because of
their expertise and previous success (Gaedicke et al., 2021; Stirling & Kerr,
2009).

The perpetrator also works to fulfill the needs of the organization, the
parents, and the athletes. They satisfy the organization by producing wins.
The perpetrator presents themselves as indispensable to charm the athlete’s
parents or caregivers (St-Pierre et al., 2022). They often give the athlete car
rides, discuss how the athlete’s potential can be accelerated only through their
methods, or offer private lessons at little or no cost (Nichols, 2022). To meet
the athlete’s needs, the perpetrator has identified them and fulfilled them -
from emotional dependence to promises of athletic opportunities (St-Pierre
et al., 2022). They may use gifts as part of this process, including drugs and
alcohol (St-Pierre et al., 2022). They may treat the targeted athlete as an equal,
as if they were a peer or romantic interest (St-Pierre et al., 2022). These tactics
can lead the athlete to feel special, have higher self-esteem, or feel superior and
secure (Brackenridge & Fasting, 2005). The athlete may even develop a child-
like or lover-like dependence on the perpetrator (Brackenridge & Fasting,
2005).

The perpetrator progresses by mentally, emotionally, and/or physically
isolating the athlete to intentionally spend more time alone with the athlete
(Bjornseth & Szabo, 2018). The perpetrator may tell or threaten the athlete not
to have a life outside their sport, or distance the athlete from other personal
relationships or from life outside sport (St-Pierre et al., 2022; Stirling & Kerr,
2009). Internally, the athlete may be confused about the special attention and
wonder whether others are experiencing the same inappropriate treatment
(Gillard et al., 2022). The athlete may be separated from their teammates,
isolated from their support system, or sent to an athletic camp, practice
facility, or competition alone with the perpetrator (Roberts et al., 2020).
They may also be physically isolated in spaces with little or no visibility,
such as the coach’s office, car, locker room, or horse stall (St-Pierre et al.,
2022). This process works as a gradual strategy to shift boundaries, bringing
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the perpetrator and athlete closer until the situation has progressed so far that
the athlete feels powerless (Bjornseth & Szabo, 2018).

The sexualizing of the relationship applies to contact and non-contact
behavior (Gaedicke et al., 2021). The perpetrator may condition the athlete
to accept increased touch under the guise of necessary contact for the sport,
such as during instruction on a skill or during sports massage (Nichols, 2022).
These behaviors progress to increased physical and sexual contact with the
victim, often finding seemingly innocent or benign ways to have more touch
or capitalizing on private moments and/or surprise elements to corner the
athlete (Gaedicke et al., 2021). The perpetrator may expose the athlete to
sexual content or engage in other methods of sexual exploitation or violence
(St-Pierre et al., 2022). They may ask the athlete about their own sexuality or
intimate relationships (St-Pierre et al., 2022). Sexualization can happen in
person or online, such as through texting or direct messaging an athlete to
ask for or send sexualized content (UN, 2023). Perpetrators may sexualize the
relationship by engendering feelings of dependence, love, and appreciation
from the athlete, including through love-bombing or portraying their love
(Brackenridge & Fasting, 2005; Gaedicke et al., 2021).

Methods to maintain control through intimidation, mental games, and
manipulation work for the perpetrator to continue their behavior and hold
the victim’s cooperation (St-Pierre et al., 2022). The perpetrator may claim
that what is occurring is necessary for their athletic progress or threaten that
noncompliance will result in a loss of opportunity (Ahmed et al., 2017). Due to
previous isolation techniques, parents and others are kept at a distance from
what is occurring, and appearances are maintained, which can lead to further
disbelief that anything harmful could be happening (Gaedicke et al., 2021).
Guilt and leverage from the perpetrator can extend beyond the athletic space.
The perpetrator may threaten suicide and/or convince the athlete that dis-
closure could ruin either or both of their marriages, families, or careers (St-
Pierre et al.,, 2022). At this point, the athlete may have varying degrees of
awareness of what is occurring and whether it is acceptable (Bjornseth &
Szabo, 2018). Internal turmoil and cognitive dissonance can result for the
athlete and others, as they must accept that good people can do bad things and
bad people can do good things (Borah et al., 2020). Moreover, it can deter the
athlete from reporting due to the abuser’s authority and managing conflicting
feelings about their abuser (St-Pierre et al., 2022). They may keep what is going
on to themselves for a variety of reasons, such as dependence on the perpe-
trator, promises made by the perpetrator, disbelief, fear of retaliation, and
difficulties with reporting and disclosure (Alexander et al., 2023). The athlete
may also be experiencing stress or behavior changes due to the ongoing
trauma and may be engaging in maladaptive coping strategies such as sub-
stance abuse, disordered eating, and compulsive behaviors (Alexander et al.,
2023; Gattis & Moore, 2022).
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Studies have shown that grooming can last from less than a month to over
five years (Winters & Jeglic, 2021). Victims of grooming may not see them-
selves as having been subject to grooming tactics or abuse until long after the
event, even years or decades later (Ortiz, 2024). Victims may display delayed
disclosure and reporting due to barriers described above, not having a safe
outlet for disclosure, or not having the clarity and space to make sense of the
abuse (Gillard et al., 2022). The perpetrator may also have concurrent, past, or
future victims who are subject to their harmful tactics (St-Pierre et al., 2022).

Nuances in sport

Athletes in any sport, team-based or individual, can experience abuse, with
consequences on their health and performance (Roberts et al., 2020). Features
such as organizational norms, competitive pressures, and the level of play in
the sporting environment create specific vulnerabilities and risks that enable
abuse to occur (Gattis & Moore, 2022). Insular sporting communities develop
their own traditions and core values that inform acceptable and unacceptable
behavior, such as expectations of toxic resilience (Parent et al., 2020; Roberts
et al., 2020). Travel, extensive time spent together, employment opportunities,
and dual relationships are nuances that further contribute to the possibility of
experiencing abuse (St-Pierre et al., 2022). Often in these tight-knit commu-
nities, cultures of silence and tolerance for harmful behaviors develop, where
inaction and passive complicity keep abuse hidden (St-Pierre et al., 2022).

Athletes’ livelihoods and identities are often deeply connected to their sport
(Gattis & Moore, 2022; Gillard et al., 2022). This connection can be especially
pronounced in young athletes due to their psychological immaturity and
limited perspective (Stirling & Kerr, 2009). This intense emotional investment
derived from internal and external expectations can lead athletes to tolerate,
rationalize, or conceal abusive experiences (Gattis & Moore, 2022; Gillard
et al.,, 2022). Speaking out may also expose them to victim shaming and
blaming, damage their own or the abuser’s reputation, and threaten their
position, opportunity, or future in sport, which could damage their identity,
career, and relationships (St-Pierre et al., 2022). These nuances emphasize the
intricate vulnerabilities athletes face: the emotional and mental dichotomies of
recognizing abuse, the tribulations of disclosing, and the ramifications per-
sonally and professionally.

Shortcomings

There is an extensive range of safeguarding and abuse-prevention education
and standards across sporting spaces, and wide variations exist in understand-
ing what safe sport means (Gurgis et al., 2022; Moustakas et al., 2023).
Prevention education for coaches may not be free or accessible, and having
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education may seem performative rather than indicative of meaningful change
and commitment (Battaglia et al., 2024). Some research describes sports
representatives’ sentiments that prevention education is unnecessary and
a general reluctance to recognize that a problem exists to be prevented
(Johansson, 2022). Furthermore, what is currently available and being offered
by safeguarding groups is often critiqued as not being absorbable or actionable
(Johansson, 2022). Evaluation has only been conducted for a few large-scale
prevention initiatives, leaving a lack of evidence regarding their efficacy
(Radford et al., 2015). One review of three international sporting organizations
identified gaps in educational concepts related to equity, diversity, inclusion,
and reporting mechanisms, as well as a lack of capacity to fulfill these processes
(MacPherson et al., 2022). When evaluating the International Safeguards for
Children in Sport, a global strategy to safeguard children, progress was seen on
the organizational and interpersonal levels (Rhind & Owusu-Sekyere, 2020).
Research indicates prevention education in sports needs to be culturally
specific and responsive, provided by cultural insiders, engagingly interactive,
trauma-informed, focus on real-life incidents, cater to various learning styles,
and begin with child athletes (McMahon et al.,, 2023). Prevention efforts
demand a whole-system approach that does not ignore any systematic, situa-
tional, or interpersonal factors, and must be athlete- and survivor-centered
(Mountjoy et al., 2022; Tuakli-Wosornu et al., 2024).

The need for prevention education extends to athletes” entourages, sporting
staff, and systems, so they know how to serve as active bystanders and respond
to abuse appropriately (Gillard et al., 2022). When these response systems are
lacking, and those around the athlete are uneducated on athlete-centered and
trauma-informed responses, the perpetrator’s harmful behaviors are protected
and insulated (Roberts et al., 2020) This matters in terms of cultural changes,
as it reassures athletes that they will be supported if they report inappropriate
or abusive behaviors (Alexander et al., 2023; Gattis & Moore, 2022). Weak
reporting and response systems, predictable unsupportive organizational reac-
tions, and cues to expected responses often discourage survivors from report-
ing, reinforcing underreporting (Bjornseth & Szabo, 2018; Forsdike &
Fullagar, 2021; Tuakli-Wosornu et al., 2022). If and when athletes do report,
they often face interpersonal betrayal, victim shaming and blaming, lack of
organizational follow-up, and long-term distress stemming from interactions
with investigatory bodies and justice systems (Alexander et al., 2023; Gattis &
Moore, 2022; Gillard et al., 2022).

Objectives

#WeRideTogether (#WRT), a nonprofit dedicated to eliminating sexual
abuse in sports, designed this study to learn from athlete-survivors via
their narratives to gain an understanding of what is needed to prevent
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the abuse of female athletes. Building on research that relies on survivors’
voices (e.g., Gillard et al., 2022; MacIntosh et al., 2025; Mountjoy et al.,
2022), this study’s insights aim to inform practical safeguarding strategies
and future research.

Materials and methods
Data collection

Before this study, #WRT pioneered a “Survivor Stories” program to serve as
a safe and potentially healing outlet for athlete-survivors to share their stories.
All athlete-survivors voluntarily engaged in the “Survivor Stories” program by
contacting #WRT through e-mail. Participants expressed verbal and/or writ-
ten consent for their anonymized stories to be publicly available on #WRT’s
website and utilized by #WRT for various purposes. Narrative sharing across
athlete-survivors was guided using standardized, open-ended, trauma-
informed interview questions (see Supplemental Material 1 for Interview
Questions). Athlete-survivors were able to tell their story how they wanted,
at their own pace, and withdraw from the process at any time (Gillard et al.,
2022). External supportive resources were offered to athlete-survivors sur-
rounding the process.

“Survivor Stories” were guided by two interviewers. Interviewers were
instructed not to ask for identifying information and to give the athlete-
survivor space to share at their own level of detail. “Survivor Stories” were
conducted virtually on a secure meeting platform, with recordings lasting one
to three hours. Transcripts were then adapted into narrative form using the
survivor’s language, with identifying information removed to ensure confi-
dentiality. Survivors were invited to provide feedback on their transcripts to
ensure that the wording and sentiment aligned with their most authentic
expression.

Sample

The sample consists of publicly available secondary data from 16 female adult
athlete-survivor stories collected between 2021 and 2025. Four athletes’
“Survivor Stories” were excluded, one due to abuse experienced outside of
a sports setting, two due to withdrawal from the process, and one identifying
as male. Data on the demographics of athlete-survivors are expressed to help
conceptualize the transferability and adaptability of the data in practical
settings (see Table 1). All athlete-survivors were over 18 when they engaged
in the process. Athlete-survivors represented a range of sporting experiences
in competitive, recreational, and elite levels across multiple sports, and dis-
closed participation in sports across five countries.
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Data analysis

Data from the 16 narrative “Survivor Stories” transcripts were then manu-
ally coded using deductive coding. Code frame terms were described and
defined, with inclusion and exclusion criteria based on the literature review,
to ensure consistent application across transcripts (see Supplemental
Material 2 for the Codebook). The code frames - perpetrator characteris-
tics, power and control tactics, type of abuse, grooming tactics, aspects of
sport, meaning of sport, boundaries, prevention education, hindsight reflec-
tions, repercussions of abuse, intuition, location of abuse, and reactions and
responses — provided contrast and range, enabling the selection of tangible
information from the “Survivor Stories.” Definitional drift was mitigated by
having one coder work on the dataset after the authors finalized the code
frames. To uphold internal and external validity, data were analyzed and
reviewed by multiple authors. When discrepancies arose, the authors
reviewed the excerpts in question and referred to the codebook to reach
consensus on label refinement and placement. The authors then concep-
tualized themes from the coded data and analyzed them. The authors cross-
checked manual data coding and thematic analysis with automated analysis
using ChatGPT to assess bias in a structured manner. By comparing
human- and Al-generated output, the stability of coding and themes was
tested, serving as a tool to prompt author review if discrepancies emerged.
Note that this research uses the term “abuse” to discuss the mistreatment of
athletes. In other research, the terms violence, misconduct, maltreatment,
and/or abuse may be utilized.

Results

Data from “Survivor Stories” revealed three thematic categories: a lack of
understanding of power imbalances, missing nuances within sporting com-
munities, and shortcomings in prevention education. Elements in each theme
overlap and intersect, enunciating the complex cultures and dynamics at play
regarding sporting environments and abuse in sports.

Lack of understanding of power imbalances

Power imbalances

Narratives exemplified how sports authority figures held power over their
athletic opportunities and daily lives. Athlete-survivors demonstrated that the
power imbalance left them susceptible to power and control tactics. Quotes
illustrate how athlete-survivors felt poised to trust their sporting authority
figure and unable to say no.
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Al: I felt like I couldn’t say no ... he was the one deciding if I'd make the
next team.

T1: He was my trusted adult. And he abused that power.

S2: He was older than my dad . .. we all looked at him as a father figure.
J2: He was our leader. The patriarch ... everyone relied on him.

Al: ... he was “the man” - the best coach the region had ever seen . ..

K1: He brought me into the office and said if I wanted more hours, I had
to let him do things.

L1: It’s very confusing when you’re an athlete, and you’re supposed to
trust your coach.

Perpetrator characteristics

Athlete-survivors shared how perpetrators acted, presenting as unassuming
given their position, reputation, and proximity. Athlete-survivors reported
that abusers come from a variety of backgrounds, can have a high reputation
in and out of sport, have any marital status, may hold a longstanding relation-
ship with the athlete and their family, and/or be idolized by athletes and others
around them. These characteristics led athlete-survivors to rationalize
or second-guess the abuse.

K4: He was our vet . .. uber popular, considered a genius, and he was our
best friend.

Al: I had put sexual abuse in the category of a stranger behind bars
scenario, based on movies and media ... He was married with kids. That
made it harder to believe he’d do something wrong.

S1: He was a dentist, and he was married at the time with a small child.

S2: He was very well known ... and so you hear repeatedly, “Oh, this
person is such a nice person.”

Power imbalances leveraged in grooming

Of the 16 athlete-survivors, seven reported emotional/psychological abuse,
two reported physical abuse, two reported financial/exploitation abuse, nine
reported multiple forms of abuse, and all 16 reported sexual abuse. The
average age of the first incident of abuse was approximately 13 years old.
This data aligns with the literature: many types of abuse can arise in sports,
often overlapping and intersecting. Ten athlete-survivors detailed how groom-
ing tactics were embedded and normalized in their sporting environment.
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Targeting the athlete. Athlete-survivors detailed how they were targeted due to
their personal vulnerabilities.

J3: It was the first time an equestrian professional friended me ...

L1: I felt singled out, in a good way, and I felt that I became one of
Coach’s favorites pretty fast ... The coach was also Italian, and he would
try to connect through that aspect, as well as my love of children.

J4: All through those sessions, for years, he would tell me that he was
going to help me perform at my best. He said over and over that I was
“special.”

Al: T also did not have a very strong familial support system around me,
because I wasn’t living at home. I was living alone literally by the time
I was 15 or 16.

Gaining trust. Athlete-survivor stories displayed how perpetrators ingratiated
themselves with athletes, parents, and communities. Narratives displayed the
impact of this built credibility.

L1: Coach had also been very strategic in winning [parents] over to his
side over the years. He was friendly and charismatic and would con-
stantly ask them questions about what they did to get “such an amazing
kid.”

K1: This was happening in front of a bunch of kids, parents, and other
coaches. But I guess he was good at what he did and nobody noticed.

Fulfilling Needs. Athlete-survivors described how perpetrators worked to ful-
fill their logistical, emotional, financial, and aspirational needs to strengthen
the dependence.

Al: He made me feel special, like I had this exclusive relationship with
him.
L3: He always called me special and gave me special treatment - he’d let

me ride client horses . ..

L1: He’d say things like, “You know, at night, there’s no drinking.
Everybody needs to be aware that that’s not what’s going to happen
here.” But then, he’d give me alcohol.
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Isolation. Athlete-survivors showed how they were strategically separated
from their teammates and support systems by perpetrators.

A1l: There were five of us being abused by him out of 10, and none of us
knew of each other, because his mental isolation techniques were far
superior to his physical isolation techniques . .. He would tell me horrible
things about one of the other survivors to prevent us from speaking to
each other, and vice versa. So he created toxicity amongst the girls that he
was abusing, so we would never catch on.

L1: He would drive us to our meets. This was popular with the parents
because it would save them time since they didn’t have to be there for
warmups . .. I was always the first person Coach picked up and the last
person he dropped off.

Sexualizing the Relationship. Athlete-survivors revealed how blurred bound-
aries and violations were normalized or ingrained in the sporting
environment.

L1: At the time, it was like a big sleepover, except our coach rented soft
porn movies for us to watch.

K3: It was a running joke in the barn - everyone had “accidentally” seen
him naked at some point.

S1: He said I was special and that I was the only one that understood him.

K2: It went from him asking me about school ... to asking me to try on
a leotard without a bra.

A1l: He would slap girls on the rear end with the ski pole — just boundary
breaches that we didn’t have words for at the time.

Maintaining control. Athlete-survivors unveiled the ways perpetrators con-
tinued to leverage power through manipulative tactics to enact ongoing abuse.

S1: He picked me up, and whispered in my ear, “This all happened
because of me. I don’t want you to ever forget that” ... I was on high
alert all the time because there was no safe space for me ... Many of his
victims eventually stopped training, or got eating disorders or other
issues and quit.



14 K. MCCLAIN ET AL.

K3: Finally, and this is embarrassing, but I just gave in ... That experi-
ence sent me down a dark path for years.

§2: Even finding out that he died, I still felt haunted by the abuse.

S3: He was an expert at gaslighting ... he made me think that I was
making the whole story up.

L1: The abuse had shown up differently in all of us: prescription drug use,
obtaining degree after degree, body dysmorphia, eating disorders.

J4: 1 felt completely hopeless; it was like there was just this total loss of
control over my own life.

L3: 1 thought about telling my sister, but I was scared. I thought I'd rather
it be me than her.

L2: I have spent the last thirty years feeling guilty, telling myself that I had
been the bad one, that it was my fault.

Missing the nuances in sporting communities

Aspects of sport

Athlete-survivors exemplify nuances of their sporting communities, discuss-
ing how their sporting space led to situations for abuse to transpire, evident
both overtly (the physical location where abuse took place) and covertly
(normalization of blurred boundaries).

A1l: I was conditioned into thinking it was normal to be in a hotel alone
with a male coach by the age of 13 or 14 ... We traveled all the time, and
things that would never be okay elsewhere were just normal in sport.

S§2: The horse world is so small ... I could lose a job I loved.
S§3: Looking back, it was like a cult ... You were either in or you're out.

S1: It was just our little gymnastics world, with the gymnastics people in
it ... He molested me at the gym ... and while I was doing my
homework.

K2: I continued to work with him for about two or three weeks after
that ...

L2: This behavior is so pervasive in the industry, it will take all of us to put
an end to it.
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Meaning of sport

In the narratives, sport served as the athlete-survivor’s identity, safe
place, and/or career. Athlete-survivors also often described a deep-
seated bond to their sport. Athlete-survivors indicated that reporting
would feel like betraying their broader team or organization, or their
sport as a whole.

A1l: The sport was my identity — I didn’t want to lose it, so I kept quiet. ..
[I was told] “If you say anything to anyone, you'll lose your career, we’ll
lose our sponsors, and you'll ruin your teammates” lives.”

K1: I always say that gymnastics hurt me, but it also saved me.

Shortcomings in prevention education

Athlete-survivors revealed shortcomings in prevention education, consistent
with the literature.

Al:1didn’t think it was abuse at the time because it didn’t look like what
I thought abuse was supposed to be ... We had no training about this —
no one told us what abuse could look like in sport.

L1: Maybe if I had had training I would have thought, “Oh, my God,
maybe something’s happening to her?”

J4: No one had ever sat me down to have a sex talk, or even told me
something as simple as “These private parts are mine and theyre
private.”

L1: I want people in sports who have not been victimized to know just
how easily it happens.

Intuition and Hindsight

Ten athlete-survivors reported knowing, feeling, or sensing that something
was wrong, indicating that intuition alerted them that what they were experi-
encing was not normal or okay. Athlete-survivors frequently second-guessed
and rationalized their instincts, and 10 of 16 athlete-survivors displayed hind-
sight, seeing the abuse after the fact.

S2: He was touching me very inappropriately . . . I ended up pretending it
didn’t happen.

K4: All T thought while it was happening was, I want to get home alive.
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L1: I realize, looking back, that a lot of things that were orchestrated by
Coach were a strategic part of his grooming process . .. It changes from
basic compliments, and helpfulness, to very personal things. It’s an
evolution. At the time, it seemed normal, when really, it was so not
normal.

Reactions and responses

Athlete-survivors showed how responses (or lack thereof) by family,
friends, organizations, teammates, or society contributed, magnified, or
reinforced conditioning established throughout their experiences of
abuse.

K1: The therapist was well-meaning, but she didn’t want to report the
abuse until I was owning up to it.

Al: The organization’s only concern was protecting their reputation, not
the athletes ... My teammates and fellow survivors wanted someone to
hold accountable that wasn’t him, and they blamed me. We were all sent on
the road together a week later, and I faced extreme bullying and ostraciza-
tion from them.

S1: USA Gymnastics ultimately stripped him of his title ... but later
credentialed him to attend the World Championships.

K3: An employment lawyer told me they couldn’t take on these kinds of
cases because they aren’t profitable.

$3: My mother was extremely good at covering up for him . .. she wanted
to protect the business.

J3: I didn’t tell anyone about the messages . .. I was scared that somebody
would find out and that I would get in trouble.

Discussion

Insights from athlete-survivors displayed that a lack of awareness and inade-
quate prevention education contributed to unsafe environments and abuse in
sports. Combined with the structural nuances of sporting environments and
inherent power imbalances, these factors enabled the exploitation of power
and control by sports authority figures. Findings matched previous research
indicating a general lack of awareness and understanding of the issue of child
sexual abuse in sports (Dodd et al., 2023).

Results show that safeguarding must be athlete-centered and survivor-
informed to prevent the abuse of female athletes. Safeguarding initiatives
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must be community-informed and culturally specific, involve the organiza-
tion’s unique stakeholders, and be responsive to the program’s specific risks
(International Safeguarding Children in Sport Working Group, 2014). The
onus is not on the survivors or athletes to reform sporting spaces. Instead, it is
up to those in power - institutions, systems, and sporting authority figures - to
instill abuse-prevention education and initiatives, from policy to interpersonal
interactions, that create safe, healthy, and trauma-informed sporting environ-
ments (UN, 2023).

Safeguarding athletes begins with providing athletes, parents, and coaches
with comprehensive education on boundaries, power imbalances, and types of
abuse in sporting spaces, particularly grooming. Athlete-survivor quotes
exemplified the stages of the grooming process and how it is gradual, normal-
ized, and embedded in sport settings. Findings exemplify “wishing I knew then
what I know now” regarding athletes being able to identify harmful and
abusive behaviors and being empowered to trust their gut. Education on
these topics must discuss the influence and meaning of power imbalances on
the athlete and clearly define the types of power the coach has (Gillard et al.,
2022). Sporting stakeholders must be made aware that anyone can perpetrate
abuse, as athlete-survivors shared how perpetrators did not match stereotypes
of abusers (Taylor, 2019). The information must address the athlete’s fears of
saying no and reporting abuse. Athletes must be informed and encouraged to
listen to their body signs and intuition, and instructed to “trust, but verify” the
influence of authority figures in their sporting space. Athletes must have a safe
adult or resource to whom they can go for help and support.

To prevent abuse, clear boundaries and expectations for behavioral inter-
actions in sporting spaces must be established and upheld (U. S. Center for
SafeSport, 2024). Given the aspects of sport and the influence authority figures
have in athletes’ lives, mindful, tangible safeguards must be proactively set to
make environments hostile to abuse. For example, interactions in sporting
environments should abide by the “Rule of Three,” meaning interpersonal
exchanges between athletes and authority figures are transparent, observable,
and interruptible. These safeguards must be applied in the sporting environ-
ment, during travel, and with online interactions (St-Pierre et al., 2022). These
safeguards make it more difficult for abuse to transpire and easier for bystan-
ders to intervene.

There must be early delivery of prevention education in easily digestible
formats for athletic community members, as abuse in sport can occur at
a young age, per study findings and previous research (McMahon et al,,
2023; Moore Preventing Child Sexual Abuse, 2024a). Prevention education
and supportive disclosure processes are crucial as research demonstrates that
athlete-survivors can recognize red flag behavior and progressions of abuse
when telling their stories (Gillard et al., 2022). All sports stakeholders must be
provided with multi-faceted educational approaches that align with their level
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of safeguarding awareness, cultural context, and sporting context (Gattis &
Moore, 2022; McMahon et al., 2023). Prevention must focus on the holistic
development of the athlete and be embedded into sporting environments
rather than offered only as an annual online training (Alexander et al., 2023;
Battaglia et al., 2024). Prevention strategies must be delivered as basic steps
that anyone can be taught and incorporate, similar to fire safety (Moore
Preventing Child Sexual Abuse, 2024b).

Sustainable integration of protective factors into sports cultures must be
enhanced to mitigate the risk of athlete abuse (MacIntosh et al., 2025; Radford
et al,, 2015). The only person responsible for perpetrating abuse is the perpetrator;
everyone has a role to play in proactive prevention and support. Given the
athlete-survivor insights regarding the meaning of sport, athletes must be encour-
aged and supported by their families, entourages, and sporting systems to develop
their lives both on and off the field. Athletes need optionality, empowerment, and
choice to train and compete in safe environments, free from fear of abuse or self-
imposed or externally imposed pressures to stay in abusive environments.

Lastly, a fundamental shift in the cultural lens through which sports are
perceived and valued is necessary to promote athlete safety. Rather than
placing medals over morals, there must be prioritization of athletes’ holistic
well-being (Tuakli-Wosornu et al., 2024). When individuals, systems, and
societies disregard, condone, or permit abusive practices with minimal to no
consequences, such behaviors become normalized and accepted (Roberts et al.,
2020). Prevention and response go hand in hand. When harmful practices are
not addressed, athletes and victims are conditioned to accept these abusive
norms. Victims must be listened to and believed, and institutional and societal
responses must be improved to reduce barriers to disclosure and reporting
(Bjornseth & Szabo, 2018).

Limitations

This study is qualitative, has a small sample size, and is not technically
empirical as the secondary data was not designed for research analysis. Its
findings may have limitations in terms of applicability to all types of abuse
experiences and the development of prevention education elements specifi-
cally regarding male and non-binary athletes. The findings are most relevant
to the sports, demographics, and regions represented in the sample; experi-
ences in other sporting environments could differ. The focus on sexual abuse
and equestrian in the results may be in part due to the mission of #WRT and
its origin in equestrian, as athlete-survivors self-selected the “Survivor Stories”
program. Self-selection bias may also be present; thus, the stories of athlete-
survivors who did not publicly and anonymously share theirs are underrepre-
sented. These limitations highlight the need for continued research that relies
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on athlete-survivor voices across larger and varied samples and from different
sports and cultural communities to inform abuse prevention.

Conclusion

#WRT’s study worked to answer and respond to the question “What is needed
to prevent the abuse of female athletes?” Results complemented and added to
previous field research by listening to athlete-survivors. To prevent the abuse
of female athletes, sporting organizations must provide their athletes with
information on power imbalances, types of abuse, and stages of grooming,
and athletes must be empowered to trust their intuition and have reporting
systems and supportive resources available. This education and awareness
must be bolstered by their coaches, parents, and entourages’ demonstrable
commitment to holistic athlete safety. This looks like taking pressure off
athletes to win-at-all-costs and decreasing the emphasis on sports as identity
and as a gateway to life fulfillment, financial stability, and success. This
cultural shift toward holistic athlete welfare promotes sustainable sports for
all athletes by protecting the integrity of sports, athlete participation, and
athlete performance. Every sporting environment and stakeholder in sport
needs sound, community-centric, and clear safeguarding policies, procedures,
and initiatives that are trauma-informed and enforced. When acceptable
behavioral expectations are clearly outlined and upheld, and ethical and
thorough reporting and response protocols are in place, athletes can focus
on sport and thrive in a caring, supportive environment.

Practical recommendations

Findings from this report give practical recommendations to sporting organi-
zations and other professionals in abuse prevention. Safeguarding initiatives
should be community-driven, evidence-based, trauma-informed, tailored to
athletes’ needs, and delivered in an accessible way. When athletes, parents,
coaches, and sporting organizations have access to information, prevention
education can be embedded in healthy, safe sporting cultures. When stake-
holders see themselves in prevention materials and understand how to apply
them, they are better positioned to have safer interactions. Enhanced under-
standing of how abuse arises, and its impacts, supports safeguarding practices,
recognition of harmful behaviors, and underscores the need for boundaries.
These heightened capacities help create supportive environments for all sta-
keholders and survivors and environments hostile to abuse.

#WRT translated these findings into actionable resources, including enga-
ging, sport-specific educational modules for sports federations; short public
service announcements used at training and sporting events; quickly digestible
visual diagrams and signage displayed across sporting facilities; role-plays;
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toolkits; and a resource repository for all sports stakeholders. #WRT also
provides merchandise with educational and helpline information. All services
and materials are free and athlete-centered, removing barriers to safeguarding
and providing all stakeholders and the public with practical and tangible ways
to enact safeguarding.

Proposed future research

This study model can be applied in communal and regional sporting commu-
nities to develop athlete-informed, community-centric prevention education.
Future research is needed to better understand the most effective modalities
for preventing athlete abuse and keeping sports safe, healthy, and sustainable.
Reporting data and correlating resolutions of abuse should also be gathered
across all sports at every level of play to track instances of abuse better, display
institutional response, and survivor experience. A greater understanding of the
overlaps between grooming and brain development would be valuable infor-
mation for prevention education for young athletes. Overall data should be
gathered to measure abuse awareness in sports and cultural shifts toward
valuing and prioritizing safe and healthy sports.
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