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Abstract

This article attempts to discuss the challenges related to the occurrence of sexual harassment
in sports. There were many glaring cases of sexual harassment in sports reported in the media.
Unfortunately, most of these cases end up without any redress for the victim or punishment
against the perpetrator. Hence, the objective of this article is to analyse the challenges faced by
sports practitioners and officers in preventing as well as handling a few recent cases of sexual
harassment and abuse. A qualitative method has been applied and the primary data is collected
through focus group sessions comprised of thirty-five (35) experts from sports institutions,
enforcement officers, civil society representatives, athletes and related government agencies.
The result depicts there are fifteen challenges involved in handling cases related to sexual
harassment and abuse in sports particularly lack code of practice and unclear procedures on the
person in charge. Since there is no specific rules related to sexual harassment, previous cases
were investigated under penal code and made it impossible for the victims to receive protection

and redress.

Research Highlights
Highlight 1:

Fifhteen (15) challenges involved in handling cases related to sexual harassment and abuse in

sports.

Research Objectives

The main objective of this paper is to analyse the challenges in curbing the pervasiveness of
cases of sexual harassment in sport faced by sports practitioners and officers. This paper
therefore attempts to answer two main research questions. First, in preventing and dealing with
few recent cases of sexual harassment and abuse, what are the risk factors faced by sports
practitioners and the community? Second, to what extent do these risk factors impede strict
actions against the perpetrator and protect the victims? In order to prevent the incidence of

sexual harassment in sports, building and formulating the most successful code of conduct and
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framework is really important. This could be achieved by evaluating these challenges from the

point of view of sports group experts.

Methodology

Data collection was undertaken in April 2018, through focus group sessions consisting of
thirty-five (35) experts. These experts represent the athletes, sports institutions, civil society
groups, enforcement institutions, and related government agencies. The experts were split into
three different groups with 10 to 13 experts in each team. Each group has one rapporteur who
reports the discussion and two facilitators. A set of questions was provided for each team to

guide (but not limiting) their discussion.

Results

The discussions of experts from the focus group sessions yielded some important key findings.
These are categorized into different dimensions as shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Challenges in Eliminating Sexual Harassment in Sports

No Dimension Challenges

1.  Standard Operating 1.1 Lack of clear and necessary safe sports policy.
Procedure and 1.2 Lack of independent platform
Mechanism 1.3 Lack of clear timeline
1.4 Vague organizational structure on person in charge.
2. Culture, Mindset 2.1 Preferential treatments for people with power.
and Stereotyping 2.2 Victim and Whistle-blower blaming.
2.3 Stigmatize as trivial cases
2.4 Distrust and stereotype
2.5 Women underrepresentation in sports management
2.6 The existence of stereotype whereby only women are victims

of sexual harassment.

3. Support and 3.1 Lack of manpower
resources 3.2 Lack of cooperation
4.  Awareness and 4.1 Unaware of existing policy and rules
Internalization 4.2 Lack of visible promotion and training
e e ey A7 LS, 1 e
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5. Data and Statistics 5.1 No data on cases related to sexual harassment and lack of
research data.
Source: ISN Consensus Statement (2019)

Findings

As can be seen in Table 1 above, there are five key dimensions which outline the different
types of obstacles which impedes efforts to eradicate sexual harassment in sport. In the first
category namely standard operating procedure (SOP), four (4) challenges or obstacles are
described. These include the visible lack of independent platform to regulate and handle cases
which is free of unnecessary organizational pressure. Additionally, unclear SOP timeline and
policy which include the standard reporting procedures for victims and whistle blowers, the
standardised code of practice and legislation, are also making it even worse for respondents.
Culture, attitude and stereotyping are all part of the second category of challenges. Central to
this issue is power play that comes in light when people like coaches are deemed powerful and
trustworthy, thus treated differently and are more prone to accusation. Especially when those
accusations are related to sexual harassment. Another factor which was mentioned by the
experts, is the reality of fewer women in the decision-making positions in sport institutions that
makes it even harder to help the victims who are mostly females, which is the result of
organisational stereotype. Different factors might come in which deter a person from filing a
case: When the victim or whistle blowers, have enough courage to file a case against the
perpetrator, their efforts are being trivialised which discourage them from seriously proceed
with the case. While at other times, having worked closely with teammates, coaches or sports
officers might result in complicated feelings such as guilt and shame, thus impeding them from
filing a case against these people. When the case do get reported and filed, no clear direction
to where those reports should be channelled to and who should be processing and investigating
the case. This boils down to problem of lack of manpower or support which bring us to the
next category which is the effective prevention and elimination of sexual harassment in sport
through support and resources.
When we talk about support and resources in the third dimension, we cannot run away from
talking about manpower. Because of the lack of manpower who has the right expertise and
attitude to manage such case the process is delayed as mentioned by one of the experts: “due
to lack of manpower, they are passing the buck”. Similar problem is found within enforcement
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institutions which involves police and security officers. One of the experts noted that: “the front
liners and officers taking up the report should be sensitive, emphatic and supportive”. Missing
such important qualities, officers in the front lines are in danger of making the victims feel
worst rather than helping them. These comments from the experts enlighten us about the
seriousness of the issue when the experts share that the “person in charge of receiving the
report, handle the cases are not well-trained”, and also added that “the disciplinary committee
is not gender sensitive”. These experts argue that: “attitude of committee members and police
officer showed that they are uninterested and perceived this as an isolated issue thus paid less
attention on this matter”. Such comments are in line with the observation of Yeoh (2019) who
stated that the current Act does not cover all aspects and that include those related to sexual
harassment e.g. Employment Act, Occupational Safety and Health Act. Even if the case is
brought to court, there is a high chance of the perpetrator to be freed due to the burden of
bringing in proof ‘beyond reasonable doubt’. High profile case that is processed in court might
put even more burden to the victim rather than perpetrator because there is also the fear of
victimization felt by the person who lodged the report which is due to the societal stigma on
sexual harassment. Thus, emotional and psychological support for victims should be
considered vital and provided in a form of an officer/s who needs to be with the victim
throughout the process but even this type of support is either absent or insufficient. All of
which contributes to the increasingly difficult problems that we need to address and overcome
in our effort to prevent and eliminate sexual harassment in sport. Without the right, responsible
and well-trained people who are aware of the sensitivity of this issue posted in appropriate
power positions, these experts feel that it will be hard to make sure that cases are being properly
reported, handled and even far from being resolved.
To continue our discussion about support and resources, we need to revisit and relate to our
point about culture, attitude and stereotype. It is still a culture in sports institutions where males
dominate the field and females are usually underrepresented which causes the imbalance in
power preferring masculinity and conventional male-centric values over others (Fasting et al.
2010). If this imbalance continues to be in sport, a lot of tension and challenges will be faced
by the minority groups such as women. Patriarchal power influences the kind of support and
resources provided in the institutions which inevitably institutionalised to favour the majority
group rather than the minority (Fasting et al. 2010). In educating the sports community that
lack sensitivity to gender issues, the experts suggest that coaches and athletes “need to be
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familiar with the basic dos and don’ts between and among” them. They should also be made
aware of the “sensitive topics that should not be discussed openly”. Engaging them in such
awareness programme should prevent them from crossing the sensitive boundaries.

In the fourth dimension, the challenges are related to awareness and internalization. These
experts discussed that many are unaware and did not understand the regulations, procedures
and policies related to sexual harassments in their sports organisations or institutions, and what
is even worst is that these people do not even know their rights. The experts added that what is
also absent is the education programmes for witness and victims, which includes the
mechanism to promote awareness related to sexual harassment. According to Cense and
Brackenridge (2001), an open culture of communication especially about rules of conduct is
important to help manage and eliminate sexual harassment in sport, or at least it would prevent
these cases from getting worse. Based on a study conducted by Fasting et al. (2003), rather
than people in education or workplace, sports people experience more exposure to sexual
harassment, but by continuously equipping them with information about deviant behaviour in
sport, experiences related to sexual harassments are getting fewer. Thus, this prove the
importance of education and awareness for preventing sexual harassment cases.

Finally, the last challenge relates to the limited data and statistics about sexual harassment and
database of its offenders. In Malaysia, there is no systematic record keeping and no way of
getting the information or reports made about cases of sexual harassment. Experts in the focus
groups claim that fear prevented victims and whistle blowers to report and thus “it is hardly to
have the data or statistics to prove that this is a serious phenomenon occurring in sport”.
Ultimately, the absent of reports leads to inexistence of statistics about sexual harassment cases
and thus makes it incredibly challenging to claim the significance of any preventative actions
and efforts (Fasting et al. 2010).

In conclusion, all five key dimensions of challenges related to the prevention of sexual
harassment in Malaysia need to be addressed and resolved. This is in order to properly manage
and handle these cases justly and to give the right support to the victims and whistle blowers.
Without proper actions to overcome these challenges taken by all parties and institutions, any
efforts to prevent and eliminate sexual harassment in Malaysia will most likely be an uphill
battle.
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