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ABSTRACT

Objective - This article attempts to discuss an on-going sexual harassment deterrent initiative in safeguarding the well-being
of sports practitioners in Malaysia.

Methodology/Technique — The primary data used in this article is taken from a focus group session which consisted of
a total of 35 participants. The main objective of this article is to discuss the results, specifically the recommendations
made by focus group participants which consisted of government officers, members of NGOs, sports experts, and sports
practitioners. The focus group participants firstly pin-pointed the inadequacy of current deterrent mechanisms that have
failed to protect Malaysian athletes from sexual harassment such that more often than not many cases have been
unreported or have simply been dismissed altogether. Following this, suggestions and recommendations were put
forward by the focus group participants to improve on the mechanisms that would ensure a safe and supportive
environment for all Malaysians in sport in order to eliminate all forms of sexual harassment, abuse, and exploitation.
Finding — Taking into consideration the suggestions and recommendations put forth by the focus group this paper
suggests a 4Ps framework in order to eliminate all forms of sexual harassment and abuse in sport.
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1. Introduction

Established in 2016 under the Ministry of Youth and Sports Malaysia, the National Sports Institute,
locally known as Institut Sukan Negara (ISN), is the responsible body in Malaysia that drives the
development of science, medical and technology in national sports.
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The ISN was set-up to create an environment which influences, supports and ensures that talented
Malaysian athletes will achieve sustained levels of excellence in elite sports. Amongst the functions of ISN is
to be an information, resource and reference centre for sports science, sports medicine as well as for issues
and cases related to sexual harassment and abuse in sport.

Sexual harassment and abuse in sport are widely discussed in western countries. However, generally in
Southeast Asia, these issues due to social and cultural gatekeeping have only until recently become publicly
and widely discussed as more people become aware of the detrimental effects of sexual harassment and abuse
in sport. The prevalence of sexual harassment cases transpires in almost all sports at all levels regardless
whether in elite or other types of sports.

In Malaysia, validated research indicates that sexual harassment and abuse is widespread not just in sports
but in many settings such as business, education, medical and many other settings. Due to a series of sexual
harassment and abuse cases reported in Malaysia, the government has agreed to draft the Anti-Sexual
Harassment Act which will be tabled in Parliament in order to promote safe and supportive environments,
free from harassment for its citizens. With respect to this issue, the ISN has taken proactive action in
conducting a series of focus group sessions, seminars and surveys to examine sexual harassment in sport
among sports practitioners particularly related to Malaysian athletes as a first step to assist the Ministry of
Youth and Sports specifically and the government generally in developing policies and procedures for the
prevention and elimination of sexual harassment and abuse in sport.

Therefore, this article attempts to discuss the ongoing sexual harassment deterrent initiatives in
safeguarding the well-being of sports practitioners in Malaysia. The main objective of this article is to discuss
the findings, specifically the recommendations made by focus group participants which included government
officers, representatives of NGOs, sports experts and sports practitioners.

2. Literature Review

The literature review is divided into 2 themes namely (i) the prevalence of sexual harassment in sport; and
(ii) prevention measures or deterrent initiatives to eliminate all form of sexual harassment and abuse in sport.
In Malaysia, there is a dearth of studies related to the occurrence of sexual harassment in sport; Fathynah and
Syahirah (2015) and Fathynah et. al., (2017) are the exception to this issue. They found that about 10% to
16% sports practitioners, particularly elite athletes, have experienced certain forms of sexual harassment
mainly verbal and physical harassment. Their findings concur with studies conducted by Christian and Phin
(2017), Murnen and Kohlman (2007), Parent and Bannon (2012), Murphy (2019), Yucel et. al. (2014),
Appak and Sarpong (2015), Fejgin and Hanegby (2001), Auweele et. al. (2014), Hill, Burch-Ragan and Yates
(2001) and Mewett and Foffoletti (2008).

Meanwhile, contrary to popular belief that coaches are perpetrators of sexual harassment and abuse, Hill,
Burch-Ragan and Yates (2001), Murnen and Kohlman (2007), O'Brien et. al. (2012), and Yucel et. al. (2014)
found that peer athletes have a high tendency to become sexual perpetrators. Further, according to Fasting,
Brackenridge and Sungot-Borgen (2003), peer athletes harass athletes more than coaches. Because of the
higher proportion of males in power positions in sport, it is not surprising to find research findings that report
the prevalence of male perpetrators of sexual harassment and abuse (Fasting et. al., 2010). However, it was
found that males are not solely the perpetrators of sexual harassment and abuse, females are also perpetrators
but to a lesser extent (Brackenridge et. al., 2008).

An extensive review of literature on the deterrent initiatives or preventive measures on sexual harassment
indicate several feasible strategies. Melnick (1992) affirms that male athletes need to be educated so that they
can understand that sports are not exclusively masculine spheres but instead are spheres in which they can
explore skills and make friends. This view is in tandem with Hayhurst et. al., (2014) who argue that women’s
involvement in martial arts is a good platform to equip them with empowerment, confidence and the ability
to fight back at any unwanted moves that may lead towards sexual harassment.
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Melnick (1992), Fried (1996), Osborne (2013), Johansson, Kentta and Andersen (2016) and Jaime et. al.,
(2018) are of the view that structured education and training programs that prohibits sex-based discrimination
and violence in sport involving schools, coaches and athletes help to prevent sexual harassment in sport.
Melnick (1992), Fried (1996), Velasquez (1998), Cullitan (2010) and Donnelly et. al., (2016) point out that a
standard policy and clear interpretation of law that prohibits any sex-based discrimination is needed to
increase accountability and responsibility of sports institutions in enforcing the laws and policies.
Meanwhile, Espinoza and Cunnigham (2011) call for proactive, diversified work culture setting among
coaches that would provide better preventive measures for sexual harassment. It is also noted by Teasley and
Gill (2015) that sexual harassment in school sports can be prevented and handled professionally with the
involvement of school social workers through their experience, skills and emotional support.

3. Research Methodology

A qualitative method has been applied by using feminist and social constructivist lenses. The design of
this study was cross sectional research in which the data was collected within a specific period of time. The
data is collected through focus group session (FGS) comprised of 35 participants from sports institutions,
enforcement officers, civil society representatives, athletes and related government agencies. Thus, a
convenience sample was utilized, i.e., the participants of the study were purposefully selected as participants
because the researchers of the study were confident that they represented the best in experiences dealing with
issues related to sexual harassment, violence and abuse including law and enforcement, policy development
and governance and were equipped to provide the most accurate information to address the objectives of the
study (Creswell, 2013). The FGS was conducted face-to-face on April 2019. In the FGS, the participants
were divided into 3 groups and discussed the list of semi-structured questions prepared by the researchers of
this study within a given framework. Each group consisted of 10 to 13 participants, 1 rapporteur and 2
facilitators. Data gathered from the FGS was analyzed using the thematic analysis technique.

4. Results and Discussion

The findings of the FGS yielded 5 dimensions of recommendations as follows: 4.1) standard operating
procedure, 4.2) culture, mindset and stereotyping, 4.3) support and resources, 4.4) awareness and
internalization, and 4.5) data and statistics.

4.1 Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) and Mechanism

For the SOP and mechanism, 7 recommendations were highlighted during the focus group discussion.

They are:
i) policy and platform
i1) the use of existing law (Whistle Blower Protection Act- Act 711)
iii) protection and support
iv) visibility and accessibility of policy and SOPs
V) periodic review of ethics and code of conducts for coaches, athletes, and sports officers
vi) monitoring and follow up, and vii) impact assessment

The first mechanism is to introduce a deterrent policy and a safe platform (safe sports policy) for sports
practitioners to report and get protection as victims or act as whistle blowers. The second recommendation is
to ensure that the existing laws such as the Whistle Blower Protection Act-Act 711 are incorporated in the
deterrent policy. The third recommendation is to ensure the protection and support of whistle blowers and
victims. The fourth recommendation is related to visibility and accessibility of policy and SOPs. All SOPs

related to the policy and laws related to the prevention and elimination of sexual harassment must be widely
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circulated to enhance public awareness of its existence and what is entailed in its implementation. Fifth, the
members of the focus group discussion also suggest that the policy and SOPs need to be regularly reviewed
and the implementations of Ethics and Code of Conduct for coaches and Ethics and Code of Conduct for
athletes should be revisited and reviewed periodically by coaches, athletes, and sports officers.

The sixth mechanism is based on the suggestion that the policy or code of conduct need to be monitored
closely particularly on its implementation. The lack of supervision and regulation have been cited by a
research by Donnelly et. al., (2016) about prevention of sexual harassments within sport organizations in
Canada to be the factors that have led to less effective implementation and this finding is supported by
Fathynah et. al., (2015) and Sharifah Syahirah et. al., (2020). The seventh recommendation is on the
effectiveness of the policy and the SOP needs to be evaluated from time to time, i.e., ensure monitoring and
impact assessment of policy. Some of these findings are parallel to Mountjou et. al. (2015) findings (outlined
8 safeguarding initiatives that they recommended for the IOC youth athlete development model.

4.2 Culture, Mindset and Gender Sensitive Practice

In order to overcome the challenges related to culture, mindset and gender sensitive practices, 2 initiatives
were recommended: 1) initiative to change the culture of sexism, stereotyping and power structures that
encourage sexual harassment, and 2) cultivate the culture of respect which include all target groups. For the
first initiative, it was suggested that cultures and power structures which perpetuate sexual harassment and
sexual abuse should be changed. Institutions should take the initiative to improve awareness about sexism
and stereotypes through campaigns and poster creation. Institutions also need to provide initiatives that
would adequately protect sexual harassment victims and whistle blowers.

The second initiative involves the cultivation of the culture of respect. It was recommended for
institutions to make sure that the culture of respect and zero tolerance towards any form of sexual harassment
to include all stakeholders including parents, coaches, management and athletes. Based on a past study, a
proactive initiative that could be emulated in Malaysia; a program called “Coaching Boys into Men” where
the coaches are required to integrate messages related to violence prevention were found to be effective in
changing school athletes’ behaviors and mindsets (Miller et. al., 2013). This success was attributed to the fact
that athletes trust and respect their coaches, i.e., an authoritative figure.

4.3 Support and Resources

Five recommendations related to support and resources were brought forward. They are as
follows:

@) employing trained manpower and human resource to manage sexual harassment cases

(i1) adopting inclusive involvement policy

(iii) appointing independent committee members to sit in as panel to manage and investigate
sexual harassment cases

@iv) providing facilities and infrastructure

) adopting mandatory application of the zero-tolerance practice and code of conduct by all
sports organizations.

First, more qualified officers to manage sexual harassment cases as well as designated multimedia officers
need to be appointed and should be in charge of information and database. The second and third
recommendations relate to the appointment of committee members who manage and investigate sexual
harassment cases. The members in the focus group discussion proposed the appointment of independent
committee members who should represent all stakeholders including those from civil society which includes
a committee observer from the affected community.
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It is important to “choose people who is neutral to handle the case/ issue” (From Group 2- Focus Group
Discussion- Rapporteur’s notes). The fourth recommendation involves the creation of a one-stop center to
manage all sports-related problems including the management of sexual harassment cases and activities and
programs to prevent sexual harassment in sport. Finally, it was suggested that the standardization of the code
of conduct along with zero-tolerance practices should be adopted by all Malaysian sports organizations. This
standardization also involves rules and regulations among agencies. The kinds of support and resources
discussed above should be made accessible (if not available) to all sports organizations.

4.4 Awareness and Internalization

Two recommendations were suggested under this category. The first recommendation is to amplify sexual
harassment awareness campaigns supported by all related agencies. Coordinated involvement of institutions,
businesses and NGOs is needed especially through new media campaigns, i.e., through social media. As
mentioned in the focus group discussion, “Awareness needs more campaign. Work with ISN, Department of
Women’s Development (JPW) should have the connection” (From Group 1- Focus Group Discussion-
Rapporteur’s notes).

Recommendations also include utilising catchy notices, posters and special messages that target a variety
of audiences not only sports officials but also coaches, parents/caretakers and the public. These efforts will
certainly fuel wider conversations and assist to inform all that sexual harassment is inexcusable. Currently,
the key stakeholders such as parents and caretakers, athletes and sports managers are usually left out in
receiving valuable informative materials and documents related to sexual harassment, sexual abuse and
formal definitions of boundaries (Brackenridge et. al., 2010; Global Sports Development Organization, 2014;
and Sharifah Syahirah et. al., 2020). This current practice creates an information gap that jeopardises the
creation of understanding as to what constitutes sexual harassment at both the personal and societal level as
well as it hinders efforts to empower victims of sexual harassment (Bjornseth & Szabo, 2018).

The second recommendation in this category is related to training and courses to equip existing sports
officials with knowledge and skills in order to cater to the prevention of sexual harassment and to the
efficient management of sexual harassment cases. Brackenbridge et. al. (2010) and Global Sports
Development Organization (2014) have ascertained that education and training are lacking for several key
holder groups, including athletes, parents, policymakers, support personnel, officials and sports managers. It
is necessary to make these courses/trainings mandatory as one of Key Performance Index items for their job
appraisals as mentioned in the focus group discussion; “Raise awareness periodically e.g., sexual harassment
training during orientation in Sports institution for all” (From Group 3- Focus Group Discussion-
Rapporteur’s notes).

Sports personnel, officers and administrators should be equipped with legal literacy, institutional
accountability, witness training, investigational skills, counselling and administrational management. Besides
gender sensitization training and understanding of sexism in society, clear understanding of the culture of
toxic (or hostile) masculinity that is prevalent in sport culture needs to be targeted for intervention. This
awareness should start early and be incorporated into the education system via course modules and personal
development programmes. The concepts and culture of respect, honour and integrity needs to be highlighted,
valued and nurtured in the sport milieu (Abrams & Bartlett, 2019).

4.4 The Management and Collection of Data and Statistics

In this category, 2 recommendations are presented. Parent and Demers (2011) and Syahirah et. al. (2020)
concluded in their study that there is little pre-employment and pre-recruiting screening in the sports world.
Hence, the first recommendation involves the development of an information database system with records of
those involved in previous sexual harassment cases to assist in background checks and screening purposes.
Contrary to previous belief of coach as perpetrator, new research findings suggest that peer-
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athletes/teammates may precede the coach as perpetrators of sexual harassment and sexual violence at the
lower levels of competitions (Fathynah et. al., 2015, 2017; Bjornseth & Szabo 2018). It is found that coaches
are more frequently the perpetrators at higher levels of competitions. Such a database will help the screening
process during athlete, support and volunteer personnel recruitment and staff hiring to minimise sexual
harassment and sexual abuse and to ensure the safety and wellbeing of all in the sports sector (Parent &
Demers, 2010; Global Sports Development Organization, 2014).

The second recommendation refers to data collection with regards to mental health as part of the content-
specific approach to sexual harassment comprehensive prevention, risk assessment and treatment. Periodical
mental health assessment (for instance, Child Sexual Abuse (CSA) and behavioural and psychological
consequences of CSA) and psychometric assessments (for instance, to assess the psychological constructs in
sexual offenders or to understand attitudes toward reporting sexual harassment in the workplace, and so on)
should be carried out on all sports officers, coaches and athletes. It is critical to address and remediate
prominent issues in today’s sport landscape.

The focus group respondents suggest that such assessment should be done in collaboration with several
ministries. e.g., Ministry of Youth and Sports, Ministry of Women, Family and Community Development
and Ministry of Health. The third recommendation is to introduce the use of applications specifically smart
phone applications to manage and assist in sexual harassment reporting. A user-friendly application should
be created for reporting and collecting data via smart phone, and that it should be made accessible to the
public. The use of such applications in reporting and disclosure can assist to mitigate the fear of disclosure
that many victims and witnesses of sexual harassment have to grapple with.

5. Conclusion

The findings, specifically recommendations and discussions with regard to sexual harassment and abuse
in sport in Malaysia gathered from a focus group discussion, found in this article show that there is a dire
need to introduce a comprehensive framework to safeguard sports practitioners well-being especially against
all forms of sexual harassment and abuse in Malaysia. Therefore, for future research, we suggest a 4Ps
framework which consists of prevention, procedure, protection and penalty dimensions to address all
recommendations discussed in this paper. From the findings of the focus group discussion that pin-pointed
the limitations of current deterrent mechanisms to safeguard sports practitioners, particularly athletes from
sexual harassment and abuse, it is obvious that Malaysia needs a systematic approach, i.e. deterrent policies,
effective procedures, protection of the victims as well as third parties, and penalty against perpetuators.

Here, a national Act on anti- sexual harassment especially in sport is needed as a source of power to
implement various preventive and elimination of sexual harassment initiatives in various institutions. The
findings of this study will assist the ISN, the Ministry of Youth and Sports and the Malaysian government in
developing policies and procedures for the prevention and elimination of sexual harassment, abuse, violence
and exploitation thus ensuring a supportive and secure environment for all sports practitioners in Malaysia.
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