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Gender discrimination and sexual harassment are common throughout the sports

world and impede the advancement of (especially female) athletes. This paper

discusses the various effects of these two problems and the adverse consequences on

both individuals and cultures of organizations and the sport world at large;

however, we focus on the individual. At the individual level, female athletes

experience a myriad of effects, such as less access to competition opportunities, lack

of access to facilities, resources, or support, and unfair treatment by coaches and

officials. These experiences may lead to psychological stress, low self-esteem, or a

reluctance to pursue a career in sport. Sexual harassment is traumatic and reveals

itself in anxiety and isolation, but can lead to negative mental health and well-being

effects. The organizational culture is susceptible to discrimination and sexual

harassment as it cultivates a toxic environment and tarnishes trust and integrity

within the context of the sport organization or institutional culture. These problems

contribute to a concerning environment for female athletes that eventually leads to

an attrition rate that disadvantages them as talented athletes. Female athlete

recruitment diminishes, and healthy sports participation suffers. Organizations that

tolerate discrimination and/or sexual harassment are aware that they risk damage

to their reputation, legal liability, and public engagement. Sexism and sexual

harassment also have consequences in the larger sports world. Those practices

further instill stereotypes of gender and help to marginalize female athletes, which

only continue to inhibit the growth and development of women's sport. It inhibits

females from sport altogether, restricting them from physical, social, and

psychological benefits that go hand in hand with participation. Addressing the depth

and breadth of these long-standing issues will take more than just a feel-good

inclusionist initiative. It needs to involve a hard-line approach from various

stakeholders in sport, beginning with sport organizations that must have

comprehensive anti-discrimination policies in place, and follow them with anti-

discrimination training for all coaches and sport officials, and have systems in place

to monitor behaviours and report incidences. The Government can assist by

introducing beneficial legislation and providing funding to initiatives aimed at

developing a more equal experience for females in sport. Furthermore, the media

also has a role to play in encouraging participation for females in sport, by offering

equal and fair coverage of women's sport as well as factual, gender-positive

evidence to counter sexual- and gender-based stereotypes, while offering a voice to

female athletes, to combat sexism and sexual harassment. Sporting space can aim to

be an open and inclusive environment for participation so that all athletes,

1 Authors are a law student at Christ (Deemed to be University), Pune
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regardless of gender, can be unrestricted in their pursuit of being the best athlete

they can be.

Sexual harassment, Sports, Discrimination, Athletes, Inequality

Sport has been hailed for its potential to promote equality, friendship, and personal

development for a long time. However, there is widespread sexism and sexual harassment

within sport, primarily directed toward female athletes, which creates a negative climate often

countered to the intent of sport. This study will examine the connection between sexism and

sexual harassment in sport and their impact on athletes, organizations, and broader society.

Gender discrimination and sexual harassment in sport is a multi-layered issue which will

preclude female athletes from reaching their full potential, obtaining their aspirations, and

erode confidence in sport organizations as well as maintaining gender stereotypes and stigma

detrimental to both genders.

Discrimination in sport occurs in multiple ways, including lack of access to resources,

experience, and the actions and behaviors of those in coaching and management, and through

media coverage. Female athletes have significantly less regard for funding, training, and role

models than men. Female athletes are subject to sexist stereotypes discounting their athletic

ability and fulfilled potential. Furthermore, sports participation is often associated with sexual

harassment, which serves to silence female athletes and creates barriers for female athletes

achieving excellence. This toxicity also suppresses voice, and can inhibit their emotional

health, where they might experience stress, psychological trauma, and ultimately refuse to

continue exercising. Sexual harassment can happen from coaches, consent to sexual life as a

player's entire life might involve coaches, training staff, co-workers, parents, spectators, and

it only takes one bad apple to create unwanted sexual advances and verbal or physical abuse,

or a hostile work or training environment. There is evidence of far fewer women making it

into leadership positions in sport, in part because sport is a gendered institution, and all

practices simply operate within the hegemonic masculine norm.

The impact of gender discrimination and sexual harassment in sport goes beyond the direct

harm caused to female athletes. These issues have a serious impact on sports organizations,

reducing trust, damaging their reputations, and hindering the development of the sport. A

culture of discrimination and harassment leads to a lack of accountability, discourages

women from participating, and drives away sponsors and fans. Furthermore, gender

discrimination and sexual harassment in sport reinforce harmful gender stereotypes that

perpetuate broader social inequalities.
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These issues reinforce the idea that women are inferior in terms of athletic ability and

leadership potential by limiting the opportunities and achievements of female athletes. This

perpetuates a cycle of discrimination that extends beyond sport and hinders women's progress

in many areas of life. The founder of the modern Olympic Movement, Pierre de Coubertin,

thought women's sport was “impractical, uninteresting, ungainly, and, I do not hesitate to add,

improper”2.

A call to action tending to the inescapable issue of sexism and sexual harassment in the

workplace requires a multifaceted approach, including people, organizations, and approach

creators. On an individual level, competitors, coaches, and sports devotees must develop a

culture of regard, inclusivity, and zero tolerance for biased conduct. Sports organizations

must actualize comprehensive arrangements and strategies to anticipate, identify, and react to

instances of sex segregation and sexual harassment. This incorporates giving clear detailing

components, conducting careful examinations, and fittingly rebuffing culprits. Approach

producers ought to sanction laws that particularly address sexual orientation segregation and

sexual harassment in sports, give legitimate recourse for victims, and empower sports

organizations to effectively combat these issues.

In conclusion, sexism and sexual badgering cast a dull shadow on the world of wear and

weaken the standards of balance, decency, and regard that are principal to the soul of

sportsmanship. By tending to these broader issues, ready to make a more comprehensive and

reasonable donning environment in which female competitors can develop and reach their

full potential, and guarantee that future eras are free from fear of separation and badgering. It

can rouse you to pursue your sports dreams without having to stress about it.

Broad sexism and sexual badgering in don incorporates a far-reaching and hindering effect on

female competitors, affecting their sports execution, career advancement, and mental

wellbeing. These issues make an unfriendly and unsupportive environment that impacts your

capacity to prepare effectively, perform at your best, and pursue your athletic desire.

Gender bias and sexual violence can have a very real impact on female athletes' athletic

performance. Research shows that the ongoing stress, anxiety, and affect can result in

decreased focus and concentration, less motivation and drive, and diminished physical

performance due to their state of mind. Athletes can endure sleeping difficulties, lower levels

of energy, and challenges with focus, which impact their capacity to train well and get the

best out of their performance.

The culture of discrimination and maltreatment is consistently experienced by female athletes

and can be related to a reduction in self-confidence and self-esteem. If an athlete's capabilities

are being challenged, her contributions discounted, and her experiences downplayed and/or

overtly ignored, an athlete can easily fall into a state of self-doubt and develop risk-averse

behaviours, fear of failure, and poor performance overall.

2 Coubertin, P. (1912). “The women at the olympic games,” in Olympism: Selected Writings. ed N. Müller
(Lausanne: IOC)
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Advancements in female athletes' career development are obstructed by the impacts of gender

discrimination and sexual harassment in ways that require performance considerations. Even

if the issues were limited to performance, women experience barriers to progress, restricted

access for development, and ultimately, limits to reaching their potential, "blended into" sport

performance on and off the field. Discriminatory, un-supportive practices in coaching,

leadership, and media access may prevent female athletes from being acknowledged,

supported, or provided with any resources to appropriately achieve success. They may be

dependent upon training opportunities, competition, and professional education development

that don't lead to directed opportunities for professional advancement in that sport or others.

Furthermore, they will be stereotyped negatively and evaluated more critically with biased

media outlets. With such doubt on their credibility, their chance for advancement in sport are

undermined further.

Fear of retribution, limited support systems, all inhibit female athletes from addressing such

discrimination and harassment. Silence enforced either surreptitiously or explicitly allows for

a continued culture of abuse and unchecked abusive practices to take hold whilst facilitating

trauma and emotional pain that leads athletes to prematurely retire from a profession or sport,

limiting their contributions, and the world misses their talents. Such discriminatory practices

at the organizational level affect women in leadership positions in sport and other professions.

Gender discrimination and sexual harassment can have both short- and long-term

psychological effects. Female athletes who encounter these circumstances can experience a

variety of psychological distress (ex., anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder

resulting from dealing with a lack of Title IX compliance, and eating disorders). The stress

and fear of discrimination and harassment can result in many psychological problems,

including hypervigilance, isolation, and loss of self-esteem.

Gender discrimination and sexual harassment impact an athlete's mental health long after

they have stopped, which moderates their ability to cope with stress and emotion regulation

skills, and their ability to develop healthy social relationships. Some of the lasting and severe

impacts of gender discrimination and sexual harassment may last a lifetime, such as problems

with flashbacks, nightmares, or being unable to concentrate.
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“I don’t fit the stereotype. I mean the stereotype based around women who are very

masculine and strong, and athletic. I wouldn’t say I’m pretty in pink, but I’m feminine and I

appear very feminine and I act that way.”3

Gender discrimination and sexual harassment are pervasive issues in sports and manifest in

different ways in different sporting environments. These harmful practices create a hostile

and unsupportive environment that undermines female athletes' participation, development,

and overall well-being.

Unequal Access to Resources and Opportunities: Compared to male athletes, female athletes

continue to deal with lesser funding, facilities and few role models. This inequality creates a

lot of work to be done. This part of inequality, in terms of resources, can drastically hinder

where they train and develop, and put them at a competitive disadvantage.

In 2019, the NCAA budgeted approximately double for the 2019 US college men's basketball

tournament than for the women's tournament: a difference of about $13.5 million. In 2023,

broadcasters' offers for the Women's World Cup from Germany amounted to only €3 million

to show the tournament – that is less than 3% of what they spent to broadcast the last two

men's World Cups. Offers in France were less than 5% of what they spent to show the men's

World Cup in Qatar, of €130 million. The disparity in prize money for women's football

players in the UK is enormous. For example, in the FA Cup, male winners received £1.5

million and female winners received £5,000. In the Premier League, males received £97.5

million. There was no prize money for female players.

Discriminatory Practices in Coaching, Leadership, and Media Coverage: Female athletes

seem to be subject to discriminatory practices in coaching, leadership practices, and media

coverage. Coaching practices of coaches may prioritize male athletes, provide feedback that

is not as constructive, is at least softer, or provide fewer opportunities for competition versus

female athletes. In addition, there is often comments made by officials (although more subtle

in implication) that reflect bias against female athletes, etc., whereas media coverage often

favors the appearance of female athletes versus the performance of athletes.

Sexist Stereotypes and Gender Bias: Gender discrimination in sports often relies upon sexist

stereotypes relating to the abilities of female athletes, constraining acknowledgement of their

ability, limiting opportunities, and restricting participation. This results in thinking that

female athletes are less capable, or less competitive, or even less committed than male

athletes, which fosters distrust and erodes confidence in female athletes.

The World Players Association 2021 Census of Athlete Rights Experiences (CARE), reported

that 21% of female respondents (vs. 11% of male respondents) experienced one form of

sexual abuse at least once in childhood while in sport, 29.7% of female respondents (vs. 6.1%

of male respondents) reported that they have been looked at in a way which made them feel

uncomfortable, 31.8% of female respondents reported being punished with excessive training

or exercise, 10.6% were beaten with an object, 7.6% were forced and knocked to the ground.

3 https://ncwapps.nic.in/pdfReports/Gender%20Issue%20in%20Sports.pdf
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Unwanted sexual advances: Female athletes may face unwanted sexual advances from

coaches, trainers, peers, and even spectators.

These advances range from verbal comments and suggestive gestures to physical contact and

attempted assault.

Verbal or Physical Harassment: Female athletes may experience unwanted sexual advances

by coaches, trainers, peers, and even fans. These unwanted advances can include verbal

comments, suggestive gestures, physical contact, and attempted assault.

Creating a Hostile Work or Training Environment: Female athletes may experience verbal or

physical harassment, possibly in the form of insults, threats, intimidation, and physical

assaults. This harassment creates a hostile environment for athletes, affecting their sense of

safety and comfort, leading to anxiety, stress, and reluctance to participate.

Each sport environment has unique forms and manifestations of sex discrimination and

sexual harassment in sport. For example, in team sports, the harassment may come from

coaches and teammates, as well as other teams. In individual sports, especially when the

relationship between coach and athlete is so power-laden, the athlete may be at higher risk for

abuse. For both men and women, the level of competition and visibility may also contribute

to the level of harassment and discrimination experienced. In theoretically high-competitive

sport, with high visibility and adherence to societal expectations, female athletes are even

more subjected to a system that requires higher levels of accountability. with systemic sexism,

they may be more vulnerable to harassment and discrimination, because of the potential for

increased pressure and public scrutiny.

0 The benefits of sport participation for females are clear. In 2010, the President; Council on

Physical S issued a groundbreaking report titled Voluntary Activity and sport in Girls’ Lives7,

tree that provided significant evidence supporting what coaches, athletes, and parents long

suspected, which was that sport has innumerable benefits for girls and women who

participate. Page after page describes the classic benefits, including physical (reduction in

health risks related, such as lower risk for overweight, obesity, heart disease, osteoporosis

and other chronic disease), psychological (e.g., lower risks of obesity, heart disease,

osteoporosis, and other chronic diseases), psychological (e.g., higher self-esteem, better body

image, enhanced sense of competence and control, reduced stress and depression), and

academic (e.g., better grades, higher standardized test scores, lower risk of dropping out)

benefits of sport and physical activity.4

The consequences of gender discrimination and sexual harassment can be serious and

detrimental to the performance and careers of women competitors and coaches. These far-

reaching issues can take many different forms

4 https://ncwapps.nic.in/pdfReports/Gender%20Issue%20in%20Sports.pdf
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Unequal opportunities and resources: Women competitors often have less access to training

facilities, equipment, and funding in comparison to men. Less access to facilities, equipment,

and funding impacts development and competitive advantage.

Stereotype expectations and socialization: Women competitors are often met with

expectations from gender stereotypes that limit potential and opportunity. There may be

discouragement from playing certain sports or taking on leadership roles. There may be

implicit biases that impact evaluations and treatment.

Sexual Harassment and Abuse: - Women competitors are disproportionately vulnerable to

sexual harassment and abuse stemming from coaches, teammates, and even fans.

Experiencing such harassment can lead to psychological trauma, emotional stress, and

diminished confidence within the sport. In fact, sexual harassment can adversely affect

mental and physical health. (McDonald 2012; Willness, Steel, and Lee 2007)

Underrepresentation in leadership positions: Even though women in sport have proven

experiences and qualifications, they are severely underrepresented at senior management

levels, which continues to show gender bias and limits opportunities to act as mentors and

role models for women.

Experiences of sexism and sexual harassment can have important, serious, and long-term

ramifications for mental health and psychological well-being in women athletes, coaches, and

others connected to sport. Notably, these experiences can result in adverse mental health

outcomes, including:

Anxiety and Depression: Women athletes and coaches who experience some form of gender

discrimination or harassment are at increased risk of developing mental illness in the form of

anxiety and depression. Mental illness can greatly impact everyday life, simply making it

difficult to focus on training, competition, or being successful in a job.

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD): Women athletes and coaches who go through

sexual harassment or abuse may be living with a serious mental illness that can derail their

lives or, at the minimum, create unwanted symptoms like flashbacks, nightmares, and

hyperarousal. There is a chance they may be developing PTSD.

Eating Disorders: Women athletes may be especially vulnerable to establishing disordered

eating behaviour like anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa. Such issues arise from a

combination of pressure to look a certain way and be thin, body shaming, and sexual

harassment.

Low Self-Esteem and Body Image Issues: In reconciling gender discrimination and sexual

harassment, athletes or coaches' self-concepts can suffer. The loss of self-esteem can lead to

issues with body image that can make it hard for girls and women to feel positively about

their bodies and be comfortable with their performance and their health.

Substance Abuse: Female athletes and coaches who experience discrimination or harassment

may seek to cope with the emotional hardship and trauma by using drugs and alcohol.
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To combat gender discrimination and sexual harassment in sport requires a multi-faceted

approach that includes developing and enforcing strong policies on behalf of athletes and

coaches; education and training, awareness; changing the culture; and support systems. Here

is a snapshot of where we are in all these processes:

Zero-tolerance policies: Sporting organizations have developed zero-tolerance policies with

regard to gender discrimination and sexual harassment, including stated prohibited behaviors

and consequences for breaches.

Reporting procedures: Reporting procedures have been made easy and accessible to allow

individuals to report complaints without fear of reprisal.

Investigation and adjudication: Clear mechanisms exist for the prompt and fair investigation

of complaints in a consistent manner.

Sanctions and penalties: Clear sanctions and penalties for offenders are available, which

could include a reprimand, termination of employment, or membership.

Athlete and coach training: Athletes and coaches are required to participate in training

programs regarding gender discrimination and sexual harassment, including prevention

approaches, reporting procedures, and bystander intervention.

Sports administrator training: There are training programs for sports administrators to

reinforce noticing or responding to potential problems, developing a culture of respect and

inclusion, and implementing policies.

Bystander intervention training: Bystander intervention training helps participants to identify

situations of discrimination or harassment and to take active steps to intervene, including

speaking up on behalf of the person being targeted.

:
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Agenda Setting:. The media is far from neutral when it comes to conversations about sexism

and sexual harassment in sport. Media organizations not only take part in activism. They

determine how issues are engaged - they can set the agenda around what is discussed publicly,

what gets attention, and how those issues get framed. Creating significant representation of

stories about sexism and sexual harassment in sports media can raise awareness, kick-start

public discussion, and prompt action from institutions.

Framing and Storytelling: The way media production companies frame and tell stories about

sexism and sexual harassment and how they interpret meaning for public understanding, is an

incredibly significant action. Reporting that is sensitive to the complex nature of sexism and

sexual harassment can help expose these issues, while damaging or sensational reporting has

the power to reinforce stereotypes about victims. Women in sport have been consistently

denied equitable visibility across all forms of media and when women are visible in media

they are oftentimes not recognized for their athletic skill, but rather for their beauty,

femininity, and/or heterosexuality.

Hold institutions accountable: Media organizations are potentially watchdogs, holding sport

organizations, governing bodies and individuals accountable for their behavior or inaction in

challenging sex-based discrimination and sexual harassment.

Policy Development and Enforcement: The governing body can develop and put in place

policies to prohibit sex discrimination and sexual harassment. These policies should be clear,

unambiguous, and communicated to all stakeholders.

Independent investigation mechanisms: Governing bodies should develop independent and

impartial processes for investigating gender discrimination and sexual harassment complaints.

The goal of these processes is to ensure that investigations are conducted fairly, in a timely

manner, that victim retaliation is prevented, and that perpetrators are held accountable

Education and awareness programs: Governing bodies must develop and implement

educational and awareness-raising activities to educate athletes, coaches, and administrators

on sex discrimination and sexual harassment. These should include a focus on preventing

behaviour as well as reporting it, and bystander intervention.

Leadership and advocacy: Governing bodies must provide strong leadership in respecting

gender equality in sport. We must be advocates for policy that supports female athletes, that

challenges gender stereotyping, and inclusive practices at all sport levels.
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Implementing a Zero Tolerance Policy: Execute a clear and comprehensive zero tolerance

policy against sex segregation and sexual harassment, characterizing prohibited conduct and

setting up consequences for infringement.

Ensure timely investigations and decisions: Establish timely and impartial mechanisms to

investigate complaints and ensure fair and consistent outcomes.

Implement effective sanctions: Implement clear and proportionate sanctions against

perpetrators, ranging from discipline to suspension of employment or membership. Education

and Awareness Mandatory Training for Athletes and Coaches: Implement a mandatory

training program for athletes and coaches on sex discrimination, sexual harassment,

prevention strategies, reporting procedures, and bystander intervention.

Customized Training for Sports Administrators: Provides specialized training to help sports

administrators identify and address potential issues, build a culture of respect, and implement

effective policies. Bystander Empowerment: Provide bystander intervention training to help

individuals recognize and respond to situations of discrimination and harassment, and

facilitate active support for victims.

Conduct Periodic Reviews and Audits: Regularly assess and evaluate policies, procedures,

and practices to identify areas for improvement and ensure they are still effective.

Promote open communication and dialogue: Encourage open communication and discussion

of sex discrimination and sexual harassment, and create a safe space for people to tell their

stories and share their concerns.

Empowering Athletes and Coaches: Encourage athletes and coaches to take an active role as

agents of change in challenging discrimination and harassment, local conditions, and

promoting a culture of respect and inclusion.

Collaboration with External Stakeholders: Partner with external stakeholders, e.g., advocacy

groups, experts, community organizations, etc., to include multiple perspectives in your

prevention and mitigation efforts.

Ongoing monitoring and evaluation:. Continuously evaluate the effectiveness and impact of

your interventions or policies and justify changes where appropriate to ensure they are

effective against gender discrimination and sexual harassment in sport.

Tending to these inescapable issues requires a multifaceted approach, including people,

organizations, and approach creators. On an individual level, competitors, coaches, and sports
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devotees must develop a culture of regard, inclusivity, and zero resistance to oppressive

behavior. Sports organizations must actualize strict approaches and strategies to anticipate,

distinguish, and address occurrences of sexual orientation segregation and sexual harassment.

Policymakers ought to enact laws that particularly address sexual orientation discrimination

and sexual badgering in the workplace, give relief for victims, and empower sports

organizations to viably combat these issues.


