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The Global Observatory for Gender Equality and Sport’s submission to the report of the Special Rapporteur on violence against women and girls to the UN General Assembly on violence against women and girls in sport

 
Definitions, Causes and Consequences of Violence Against Women and Girls in Physical Education, Physical Activity and Sport (PEPAS) Contexts 


 
1. Introduction 
 
The Global Observatory for Gender Equality and Sport (hereafter referred to as the Global Observatory) is a global convenor and repository of research and expertise on gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls in and through physical education, physical activity and sport (PEPAS). 
 
Building on the existing gender and sport movements across the world, we are dedicated to closing knowledge gaps and enabling actors to overcome global and systemic inequalities and inequities to advance the rights, health and empowerment of girls and women in all their diversity in and through PEPAS.  
 
[bookmark: _Int_rNVYUtWn]The Global Observatory is not-for-profit organisation, championed by UNESCO as an outcome of a process initiated at its 4th International Conference of Ministers and Senior Officials Responsible for Physical Education and Sport (MINEPS IV) in 2003, confirmed in 2017 at MINEPS VI within the framework of the Kazan Action Plan (KAP) welcomed by 195 countries and reaffirmed at MINEPS VII in 2023. 
 
This submission offers an overview of elements that are significant to consider in the report on violence against women and girls in the physical education, physical activity and sports ecosystem, based on the Global Observatory’s focus on PEPAS context.  
  
As noted in CEDAW General Recommendation No. 35 `gender-based violence against women, whether committed by States, intergovernmental organizations or non-State actors, including private persons and armed groups, remains pervasive in all countries, with high levels of impunity. It manifests itself on a continuum of multiple, interrelated and recurring forms, in a range of settings, from private to public, including technology-mediated settings and in the contemporary globalized world it transcends national boundaries.`[footnoteRef:2] Despite commitments made by member states, there is lack of evidence of states comprehensively addressing violence against women and girls in PEPAS.  [2:  CEDAW General Recommendation 35 http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CEDAW/C/GC/35&Lang=en] 

2. Background and Definitions

Defining ‘sport’ has been a longstanding challenge for scientists, creating debate between statisticians, economists and sociologists, among others. One of the broadest, most subjective definitions comes from France’s National Institute for Sport and Physical Education: ‘Sport is what people are doing when they think they’re doing sport’. Finding a singular policy or governance approach that can systematically address the particular details of each nuanced practice that might fall within the vast category of ‘sport’ is conceivably impossible. Sports governance actors are increasingly using the term PEPAS+ to establish clear subcategories to make this task more manageable. PEPAS+ stands for physical education, physical activity and sport (as organised, physical competitions), ‘plus’ the recognition that there are other practices which might not fall within these three subcategories. 
According to Article 1 of the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women, 
"Violence against women means any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life”[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  OHCHR. (1993). Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women. https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/declaration-elimination-violence-against-women  
] 

Recognising that gender-based violence, including violence against women and girls, in all their diversity, is a pervasive human rights abuse and a public health crises of epidemic proportions and in light of the evolving discourse and research surrounding gender equality, coupled with global political commitment, intensified efforts to combat discrimination, and notably, the profound impact of the #MeToo movement, the term 'gender-based violence' has garnered considerable attention in political dialogues and within international institutions.
However, in the field of sport, this expression is relatively less used, remaining an umbrella concept that is often complex to define[footnoteRef:4] , still unknown and/or poorly understood[footnoteRef:5] and consequently difficult to assess and quantify even though this issue deserves a more central place within the sport governance reform regarding the challenge it represents. [4:  Lang, M., Mergaert, L., Arnaut, C., & Vertommen, T. (2018). Gender-based violence in EU sport policy: Overview and recommendations. Journal of Gender-Based Violence, 2(1), 109–118. https://doi.org/10.1332/239868018X15155986979910 ]  [5:  Mergaert, L., Arnaut, C., Vertommen, T., & Lang, M. (2016). Study on gender-based violence in sport in EU Member State countries: Results of a Study Commissioned by the European Commission Education, Audio-visual and Culture Executive Agency. European Commission.] 

As a topic of research only since the early 1990s[footnoteRef:6] , violence against women and girls in sport has mostly been studied from the angle of sexual harassment and abuse, confirmed by the 2007 International Olympic Committee’s (IOC) consensus statement[footnoteRef:7], which states that  "Sexual harassment refers to behaviour towards an individual or group that involves sexualised verbal, non-verbal or physical behaviour, whether intended or unintended, legal or illegal, that is based upon an abuse of power and trust and that is considered by the victim or a bystander to be unwanted or coerced. Sexual abuse involves any sexual activity where consent is not or cannot be given. In sport, it often involves manipulation and entrapment of the athlete”. [6:  Fasting, K., Chroni, S., Hervik, S. E., & Knorre, N. (2011). Sexual harassment in sport toward females in three European countries. International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 46(1), 76–89. https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690210376295]  [7:  IOC (2007), Consensus Statement: Sexual Harassment and Abuse in Sport, https://stillmed.olympics.com/media/Document%20Library/OlympicOrg/News/20070802-IOC-adopts-Consensus-Statement-on-sexual-harassment-and-abuse-in-sport/EN-Sexual-Harassment-Abuse-In-Sportt-report-1125.pdf] 

[bookmark: _Int_1XmF0uT5]In 2016, in a new consensus statement, the IOC broadened this spectrum to refer to "non-accidental violence", bringing together "psychological harassment and abuse, sexual harassment and abuse, physical harassment and abuse, and neglect"[footnoteRef:8] . The concepts of maltreatment[footnoteRef:9] \and abuse[footnoteRef:10] are also more and more present. [8:  Mountjoy, M., Brackenridge, C., Arrington, M., Blauwet, C., Carska-Sheppard, A., Fasting, K., ... & Budgett, R. (2016). International Olympic Committee consensus statement: harassment and abuse (non-accidental violence) in sport. British Journal of Sports Medicine, 50(17), 1019-1029.]  [9:  Kerr, G., Willson, E., & Stirling, A. (2019). Prevalence of maltreatment among current and former national team athletes (pp. 1–51). Retrieved from https://athletescan.com/sites/default/files/images/prevalence_of_maltreatment_reporteng.pdf]  [10:  Hartill, M., Rulofs, B., Lang, M., Vertommen, T., Allroggen, M., Cirera, E., ... & Stativa, E. (2021). CASES: General Report: The prevalence and characteristics of interpersonal violence against children (IVAC) inside and outside sport in six European countries. https://research.edgehill.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/50597491/CASES_Project_Report.pdf ] 

[bookmark: _Int_4u9hocEx][bookmark: _Int_zaKWa6Dd]The term "interpersonal violence", which seeks to group together different types of violence, is becoming increasingly important[footnoteRef:11] . Under this heading, various studies looking specifically at athletes reveal that 37-81% have been affected by psychological violence and neglect, 14-38% by sexual violence and 11-66% by physical violence. [11:  Constandt, B., Vertommen, T., Cox, L., Kavanagh, E., Kumar, B. P., Pankowiak, A., ... & Woessner, M. (2024). Quid interpersonal violence in the sport integrity literature? A scoping review. Sport in Society, 27(1), 162-180. https://doi.org/10.1080/17430437.2023.2233433] 

In addition, the 2020 OHCHR Report (A/HRC/44/26) on the ¨Intersection of race and gender discrimination in sport¨ refers to ¨ Numerous studies point to the factors linked to the lower participation rates of women and girls in both amateur and professional sport. Those factors can be both external to sport, such as discriminatory social norms or obstacles to reconciling the burdens of care, work and sport, and internal to sport, including the lack of programmes to create a gender-sensitive and safe sporting environment or to address harassment and other forms of gender-based violence in sport, including sexual exploitation and abuse. ¨[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  OHCHR, Report (A/HRC/44/26), 2020, https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-reports/ahrc4426-intersection-race-and-gender-discrimination-sport-report-united ] 

The Report also refers to Action 4 in the Kazan Action Plan[footnoteRef:13] regarding ¨the possibility of establishing a global observatory for women, sport, physical education and physical activity that would, among other things, promote investment in women’s and girls’ participation in sport, establish measures to address gender-based violence in sport and monitor and evaluate progress made on achieving Sustainable Development Goal 5 as it relates to sport. These suggestions all point to States’ obligations to ensure the protection of human rights in sport generally and the rights of women and girl athletes belonging to racial minorities in particular.¨ [13:  UNESCO, Kazan Action Plan, (last updated 2023), https://www.unesco.org/en/kazan-action-plan] 

It is important to highlight the emergence of the word "safeguarding", which has become an essential part of sports federations' policies and communications to promote safer sport. Sports and governance organisations may find their first challenge of addressing violence against girls and women in sport in defining the terms themselves. Frequently, concepts of ‘violence’ and ‘sport’ are discussed as though they are uniformly practiced and understood – ‘we want to eliminate violence from sport’. But a child hiking with a parent through the woods and the elite adult competing in professional martial arts on the world stage are hardly practicing the same activity, though we might include both under the umbrella term of ‘sport’. 
Addressing the similar nuances of violence, the current trend in identifying violence in ‘sport’ is the model proposed in the IOC’s 2016 Consensus Statement on Harassment and Abuse, which classifies four subcategories of violence: physical, psychological, sexual, and neglect. Enforcing policies and regulations which address gender-based violence in the sports ecosystem has faced numerous challenges and barriers. To date, most enforcement measures have relied on sanctions or punishments of the perpetrators, which can be seen as the very types of violence (namely, psychological and neglect) the policies aim to avoid. 

3. Causes of Violence against Women and Girls in Sport: 
b. Institutional cultures in sport bodies facilitate power abuse and violation of the rights of those who are subjected to violence. In relationships with asymmetrical power dynamics such as between coaches and athletes[footnoteRef:14], abuse may be cultivated by a culture of fear[footnoteRef:15], silence and failure to apply policies even where they exist3.  [14:  Kerr, G., Willson, E., & Stirling, A. (2019). Prevalence of maltreatment among current and former national team athletes (pp. 1–51). Retrieved from https://athletescan.com/sites/default/files/images/prevalence_of_maltreatment_reporteng.pdf]  [15:  Owton, H., & Sparkes, A. C. (2017). Sexual abuse and the grooming process in sport: Learning from Bella’s story. Sport, Education and Society, 22(6), 732–743. https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2015.1063484] 

c. Conditions that enable harm such as systemic poverty, autocratic governance cultures, and gender inequality contribute to institutional and interpersonal violence against women and girls in sport. Inconsistent adoption and application of human rights protection mechanisms such as child protection and labour laws provide conditions for violence against women and abuse of girls in form of economic exploitation, neglect, and sexual abuse.   
d. Limited resources and preparedness expose women and girls in sport to violence. The limitations in policy coherence and cross-sector coordination, leaves the sports field behind when states implement mechanisms that are aimed at other sectors such as education, justice, or media. This results in insufficient linkage to prevention and response mechanisms when violence against women and girls in sport occurs for instance in digital media6 spaces. 
e. Gaps in research and data: according to the 2020 OHCHR (A/HRC/44/26) Report ¨ The intersection between discrimination based on race and on gender lead to even greater obstacles for specific groups of women and girls, including racial and ethnic minorities. Available data on women’s and girls’ participation in sport mostly focus on developed countries or elite athletes. The existing data do not show much about the intersection between gender and race discrimination in sport, global and local resource inequities and exclusionary community practices. However, some scholarship is beginning to address these issues[footnoteRef:16]. 
  [16:  Forsdike, K., & O’Sullivan, G. (2022). Interpersonal gendered violence against adult women participating in sport: A scoping review. Managing Sport and Leisure, 1-23.] 

4. Consequences of the Causes Violence against Women and Girls in Sport: 
a. Limited priority and lack of investment in policy development, service delivery and accountability in the sport sector for violence against women and girls.  Cultures of organisational silence[footnoteRef:17] enable the lack of institutional attention and articulation of violence against women and girls when it occurs[footnoteRef:18]. [17:  Hartmann-Tews, I. (2021). Gender-based violence and organizational silence in voluntary sports organizations. Silence of organizations: How organizations cover up wrongdoings, 171-194.]  [18:  Lang, M., Mergaert, L., Arnaut, C., & Vertommen, T. (2023). Gender-based violence in sport: prevalence and problems. European Journal for Sport and Society, 20(1), 57-78.] 

b. Inconsistencies in measurements of violence against women and girls results in incomplete data for policy making and interventions. Notably, there are gaps in data including on violence against women and girls with disabilities. Consequently, some typologies of violence and their impact on differently situated women and girls in sport proceed with the victims being unheard and unseen. 
c. In contexts of sports governing bodies where non-binding frameworks are provided to guide policy development, the differences in organisational culture and capacity result in inconsistent application of the guidance provided. For example, in the evolution of policies on sex-based criteria for participation in some sports11, limited attention to support and mitigation of emerging risks that arise as sport body members attempt to comply. These risks include increased surveillance of women`s bodies violating their privacy and bodily autonomy, elevated exposure to neglect, exclusion and abuse that is psychological and emotional.  
d. Gaps in service delivery may be sustained by the limited recognition of all forms of sport engagement across the broad context of competitive, professional, amateur, recreational and school setting[footnoteRef:19] of sport for women and girls across their whole life cycle.   [19:  World Health Organization. (2022). Promoting physical activity through schools: policy brief.] 

e. Risks of violating the sexual reproductive health and rights of women and girls to dignity and safety is one of the consequences of violence. This manifests in various ways including the unequitable pay[footnoteRef:20] and the lack of choices for women with reproductive responsibilities[footnoteRef:21], the resistance to change uniform and dress-codes that sustain the sexualisation of women and compromise the right to dignity and safe menstruation[footnoteRef:22] of women and girls in high performance and community sport.  [20:  Piggott, L. (2022). Past, Present, Future: Policy and Gender Equity in English Sport Leadership and Governance. In Gender Equity in UK Sport Leadership and Governance (pp. 71-85). Emerald Publishing Limited.]  [21:  Culvin, A., & Bowes, A. (2021). The incompatibility of motherhood and professional women's football in England. Frontiers in Sports and Active Living, 3, 730151.]  [22:  Zipp, S., & Hyde, M. (2024). Go with the flow–menstrual health experiences of athletes and coaches in Scottish swimming. Sport in Society, 27(2), 242-259.] 

f. Violence against Women and Girls contributes to the sustained exclusion of women and girls from participation and progression in areas of sport including leadership[footnoteRef:23], visibility[footnoteRef:24], and in professional occupations as athletes, officials, and entrepreneurship within sport ecosystems. Sport is recognised as a method and platform for achieving gender equality and fulfilling the rights of women and girls including the right to health, leadership and public participation[footnoteRef:25]. Therefore, unsafe environments in sport compromise this outcome and result in deprivation of women and girls of their rights[footnoteRef:26]. [23:  Mwambwa, L. A., & Pike, E. C. (2021). Living in the along: reflections on inquiring into experiences of women in sport. In Research Handbook on Sports and Society (pp. 261-275). Edward Elgar Publishing.]  [24:  Kavanagh, E., Jones, I., & Sheppard-Marks, L. (2020). Towards typologies of virtual maltreatment: Sport, digital cultures & dark leisure. In Re-thinking leisure in a digital age(pp. 75-88). Routledge.]  [25:  UNESCO. International Charter of Physical Education and Sport; UNESCO: Paris, France, 2015; Available online: https://en.unesco.org/themes/sport-and-anti-doping/sport-charter )]  [26:  Ricardo, L. I. C., Wendt, A., dos Santos Costa, C., Mielke, G. I., Brazo-Sayavera, J., Khan, A., ... & Crochemore-Silva, I. (2022). Gender inequalities in physical activity among adolescents from 64 Global South countries. Journal of Sport and Health Science, 11(4), 509-520.] 

g. Limited coordination and policy coherence results in mechanisms for response and repair being inadequately conceptualised and often not fully implemented within appropriate justice mechanisms. In addition, disconnection of sport related policies from broader women’s rights and development systems and policies contribute to the slow progress on reparative dimensions of addressing violence against women and girls. 
5. Significance of Data, Research and Measurement  
 
a. Coherent, standardized measurements, indicators, and research methodologies are essential for generating accurate data and insights that inform state action, evidence-based policies and programmes and guide stakeholder investment, effectively.  

b. There are major gaps in data and knowledge to inform programmes and policies to address underrepresentation of women[footnoteRef:27] in decision-making as well as violence against women in the sports ecosystem. Some inadequacies include: the types of data, inconsistent methodologies, limited diversity of research disciplines, limitations in scope, subjects and topics covered[footnoteRef:28], insufficient intersectional analyses, constraints in research resources and limited uptake of evidence in policy and practice.  [27:  OHCHR, Report (A/HRC/44/26), 2020, https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-reports/ahrc4426-intersection-race-and-gender-discrimination-sport-report-united]  [28:  Forsdike, K., & O’Sullivan, G. (2022). Interpersonal gendered violence against adult women participating in sport: A scoping review. Managing Sport and Leisure, 1-23.] 


c. Therefore, a recent development in the PEPAS sector is the establishment and operationalisation of the Global Observatory for Gender Equality and Sport (the Global Observatory) currently incubated in Lausanne, Switzerland. The Global Observatory in collaboration with stakeholders across the PEPAS sectors that include governmental, UN, civil society, private and academic entities is working on developing shared indicators, collating data, insights, and expertise from across the globe to facilitate access and shared learning for impactful policy and service delivery. The Global Observatory contributes to gender equality efforts in PEPAS by facilitating coordination across movements[footnoteRef:29] and stakeholder working on similar aims but often in disparate sites.   [29:  De Soysa, L., & Zipp, S. (2019). Gender equality, sport and the United Nation’s system. A historical overview of the slow pace of progress. Sport in Society, 22(11), 1783-1800.] 



6. Recommendations: 
We offer the following input for the recommendations to be made by the Special Rapporteur's report: 
a. Addressing the data and research gaps including through intersectional analyses which recognises that women and girls in all their diversity experience violence and harm in varying extents and with varying impacts, and which informs evidence-based policy change and programmes. 
c. Call on states parties to prioritise addressing structural conditions and barriers including social, cultural and economic inequalities which drive women and girls’ vulnerability to gender-based violence in the sports ecosystem. Prioritise equitable access to livelihoods and public participation of persons with disabilities, minoritised groups, and neglected populations in sport as a strategy to eliminate violence against women and girls in the sports ecosystem
d. Expand mandates of statistical and research policies and programmes to ensure data and reporting to national and international mechanisms on violence against women and girls  including in sport contexts
e. Strengthen policy coordination across sectors including media, health, human rights, including sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights, and labour to implement robust policy frameworks and programmes to account for developments in sport including eSport, digital media coverage of sport participants, professionalisation and internationalisation of sport
f. Extend resource investment in institutionalisation of national policy and programme on gender-based violence in the sport context  
g. Adopt standards and targets on mechanisms to prevent and respond to gender-based violence and violence against women in sport 
h. States parties to adopt survivor-centred responses and repair mechanisms that consider the transnational nature of sport systems and the lifelong impact of gender-based violence and violence against women
i. Meaningful engagement of affected groups in the conceptualisation, development, implementation and monitoring of processes for repair and justice  
j. Call on the CEDAW Committee to guide all states parties’ periodic reporting on CEDAW to include actions on gender-based violence and violence against women in the sport context. 
 




For any questions or further information, please contact:
Lombe A. Mwambwa, PhD lm@goges.org OR Kreena Govender kg@goges.org 
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Global Observatory for Gender Equality and Sport 
Avenue de Rhodanie 54 
1007, Lausanne, Switzerland 
 
Email: Info@goges.org  
Website: www.genderequalitysport.org  
LinkedIn: Global Observatory for Gender Equality and Sport 
Twitter: @GOGESport  
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