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TW: ABUSE IN SPORT, SEXUAL 

ABUSE, TRAUMA  



SETTING 

THE SCENE 
PERSON SECOND, 

ATHLETE FIRST?

WHAT ARE 

THE REAL 

BARRIERS?
SO, HOW 

DO WE 

CHANGE?



We are founded by two women 

athletes, who, following their own 

adverse experiences around the 

way women are treated in sport, 

decided to do something about it.
KATE

MHAIRI 

WHO WE ARE



WHAT DOES A HEALTHY  

ENVIRONMENT LOOK AND 

FEEL LIKE TO YOU?



WHAT IS A SAFE, HEALTHY ENVIRONMENT?   



MOVE TO 

UNIVERSITY 

WELFARE & WELLBEING NOT 

PRIORITISED 

ED, ANXIETY, POOR 

MENTAL & PHYSICAL 

HEALTH

rights-based, health 

focussed approach

sustainable & 

positive 

experiences 
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PERSON SECOND, 

ATHLETE FIRST 



PERSON SECOND, ATHLETE FIRST?



WHAT DOES ATHLETE-FIRST MEAN? 



WHAT DOES ATHLETE-FIRST MEAN? 



• 76% of people in sport experience some form of 

interpersonal violence, only 8% report it

• 198 of 200 athletes wouldn’t recommend their sport 

WHAT DOES ATHLETE-FIRST MEAN? 



The ‘coachable’ athlete 

Sacrifice vs suffering 

Medal-driven funding structures

WHAT DOES ATHLETE-FIRST MEAN? 



WELFARE IS IMPORTANT, 

RIGHT? 



WELFARE IS IMPORTANT, 

RIGHT? 
SO, WHAT ARE THE REAL 

BARRIERS TO PREVENTION?



Push Factors (what is actively driving sport in ways that 

undermine welfare)
These are the systemic forces shaping behaviour and culture in sport:

• Commercialisation – media rights, sponsorship demands, gambling, betting markets, 

performance pressure.

• Entertainment focussed – prioritising performance, winning, and spectacle over 

wellbeing.

• Win-at-all-costs culture – medals, rankings, national pride, funding tied to success.
• Toxic norms – “toughen up” mentality, silence around abuse, normalised hazing.
• Untrained and non-expert staff in positions of authority – people making 

safeguarding decisions without the right knowledge base.
• Fear of reputational damage – leading to cover-ups rather than openness and 

prevention.



Pull Factors (what draws attention/resources away from athlete 

welfare)
These are the distractions, gaps, or competing priorities:

• Resource limitations – lack of dedicated funding for safeguarding and welfare.
• Lack of awareness / education – safeguarding not prioritised because it’s poorly 

understood.
• Complexity of implementation – organisations avoid action because it feels too hard 

or disruptive.
• Short-term priorities – funding cycles, media events, and competition schedules leave 

little space for long-term welfare work.

• Fragmentation of responsibility – unclear who is accountable for safeguarding across 

clubs, federations, NGBs, etc.

• Fear – athletes fear repercussions; organisations fear liability or loss of prestige.



PERSON SECOND, ATHLETE FIRST 



“It is possible to be successful whilst 

embracing a culture that puts athletes’ 

welfare and wellbeing at its very core. I 

strongly reject that it is an either/or.”
~SALLY MUNDAY, CEO, UK 

SPORT



MOVE TO 

UNIVERSITY 

WELFARE & WELLBEING NOT 

PRIORITISED 

ED, ANXIETY, POOR 

PERFORMANCES

RIGHTS-BASED, HEALTH 

FOCUSSED APPROACH

SUSTAINABLE & 

POSITIVE 

EXPERIENCES 
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SUSTAINABLE & POSITIVE 

EXPERIENCES 



EMPLOYEES WHO FEEL THEIR 

VOICE IS HEARD ARE  

4.6 

X

SO, IF SPORT IS A

BUSINESS...

HIGHLY ENGAGED TEAMS SHOW 

MORE LIKELY TO FEEL EMPOWERED 

TO PERFORM THEIR BEST WORK

GREATER PROFITABILITY

21% 
Source: Forbes, 2019 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/nazbeheshti/2019/01/16/10-timely-statistics-about-the-connection-between-employee-engagement-and-wellness/?sh=2c2c769c22a0
https://www.forbes.com/sites/nazbeheshti/2019/01/16/10-timely-statistics-about-the-connection-between-employee-engagement-and-wellness/?sh=2c2c769c22a0


EMPLOYEES WHO FEEL THEIR 

VOICE IS HEARD ARE  

4.6 

X

SO, IF SPORT IS A

BUSINESS...

HIGHLY ENGAGED TEAMS SHOW 

MORE LIKELY TO FEEL EMPOWERED 

TO PERFORM THEIR BEST WORK

GREATER PROFITABILITY

21% 
Source: Forbes, 2019 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/nazbeheshti/2019/01/16/10-timely-statistics-about-the-connection-between-employee-engagement-and-wellness/?sh=2c2c769c22a0
https://www.forbes.com/sites/nazbeheshti/2019/01/16/10-timely-statistics-about-the-connection-between-employee-engagement-and-wellness/?sh=2c2c769c22a0


LET’S TREAT IT LIKE 

ONE...



All actors in sport are 

equipped with and 

champion safe sport 

knowledge

structure

People with lived experience 

and athletes are involved in 

decision making at all levels

Systems are in place that 

uphold and develop safe 

sporting environments

voice

knowledge

A healthy organisation:

• Active bystander

• Safeguarding & welfare

• Mental health first aid

• Female athlete health 

Creating lasting change
We believe that to see transformational change in sport, we need to see action happening across 3 different areas:

Creating Healthy 

Environments

A healthy training environment:

• Posters & toolkits on spotting red flag behaviours & where 

to report. 

• Wellbeing posters.

• ‘Who’s who’ posters 

A healthy organisation:

• Safeguarding champions

• Duty of Care leads

• Athlete & staff Advisory Groups 

• Confidential & anonymous reporting 

channels 

• Exit & wellbeing interviews
A healthy training environment:

• Safe spaces: welfare officers & duty of care 

leads 

• Athlete-led wellbeing groups.

• Anonymous feedback channels

A healthy organisation:

• Clear, public and accessible policies & reporting 

mechanisms

• Independence

• Ring-fenced funding for safeguarding

• Embedding athlete representation in leadership 

A healthy training environment:

• Provisions: Inclusive sportswear, tampons & 

pads

• A code of conduct that is actively 

communicated and reinforced.

• Person-centred training plans.

A healthy athlete:

• Psychological safety & mental resilience 

• Nutrition & performance 

• Rest & recovery 

• Athlete agency

• Coach-athlete relationships & power dynamics

A healthy athlete:

• Policies ensuring professional and ethical coach-athlete 

relationships. e.g. relationship disclosure policies and clear 

engagement contracts.

• Integrated athlete commissions

• Independent support services 

A healthy athlete:

• Athlete mentorship programmes

• Confidential athlete feedback loops



Organisational courage 

Every failure is an opportunity 

Every person in your organisation should be a safe 

sport champion 

‘NOW WHAT’, ‘SO WHAT’? 



1. What does a healthy and safe team environment look like to 

you?

2.What are the things we want to leave behind?

3.What are the behaviours we want to see more of?

4.What do you need from leadership to support this?

Turn to the person on your right and share one value or behaviour you want to see your 

work environment commit to

OVER TO 

YOU...



QUESTIONS & 

FEEDBACK 



@kyniskaadvocac

ymhairi.maclennan@kyniskaadvocacy.com

Mhairi Maclennan, Co-Founder & CEO 
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