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Abstract 

In this article we discuss the process and outcomes arising from a unique collaboration involving 

researchers and professionals to explore key gaps and challenges in sport organizations’ responses to 

violence against women. Using the World Café method in a one-day research forum in Victoria, 

Australia, we brought together State sport organizations, violence against women organizations and 

multi-disciplinary researchers to reflect upon the multiple contexts that shape violence against 

women in community sport. Drawing together insights from feminist research and a socio-ecological 

perspective, this article contributes to sport management scholarship by using an innovative 

methodology for collaborative knowledge sharing and creation to explore the challenges and 

opportunities for organizational action to address violence against women. We advance a gendered 

lens for understanding how power relations shape sport management practice contexts as well as 

future research into organizational thinking, research, and responses to violence against women.  

Keywords: community sport, female, feminism, qualitative research, safety, sexual 

harassment 

 

Addressing the complexity of violence against women in sport: Using the World Café method 

to examine organizational response 

Sport is a complex cultural site that is both empowering for women and girls, and a site where 

violence, harassment and inequality are perpetuated. Violence against women is recognized as a 

global issue of “epidemic proportions” (World Health Organization, 2018). It has far reaching 

negative mental and physical health consequences for women and girls across their life-course (Lum 

On et al., 2016; World Health Organization, 2013). Sport is heralded as a space through which to 

deliver primary prevention of violence against women more broadly, often through sport for 

development programs (Hayhurst et al., 2018; Hills & Walker, 2017; Jaime et al., 2015; Seal & 

Sherry, 2018). Prevention programs that combine both primary and secondary prevention often use 

bystander interventions, focusing on prevention of violence against women as perpetrated by male 

athletes (exacerbated by a hypermasculine social environment) (Exner-Cortens & Cummings, 2021; 

Jaime et al., 2018; McMahon, 2015). While this work has been important there is a lack of research 

and prevention that focuses on women’s risk of being victimized in their role as athletes, 

administrators or volunteers and related relationships. In the wake of high profile governance 

failures, such as USA gymnastics where 150 female athletes provided testimonies of systematic 

sexual abuse by Dr. Larry Nassar, sport organizations are under increasing pressure to review their 

policy and management responses to address all forms of violence against women (Lang et al., 

2018). Sport organizations are both part of the problem and solution to how violence against women 

is addressed through changes to policy and practice. Hence, the purpose of our study was to explore 
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the challenges and opportunities for change in relation to culture, policy and implementation as 

sports organizations respond to violence against women in sport. 

In this article we draw together insights from feminist research and socio-ecological theory, to 

analyze key discussion points from a collaborative forum that used the World Café method. The 

World Café method is a participatory method drawing together many different stakeholders (Lohr et 

al., 2020, p.2). It follows “a simple yet powerful conversational process for fostering constructive 

dialogue, accessing collective intelligence, and creating innovative possibilities for action” (Brown, 

2005, p. 4). It is increasingly becoming recognized as an effective research method to support a 

“broad exploration” of a topic that results in “a large number of ideas” (Lohr et al., 2020, p.9). Such 

a method can then be used as part of ongoing investigation that is supplemented and strengthened by 

additional qualitative methods such as individual interviews or focus groups (Lohr et al., 2020). 

Using this method, forum participants collectively mapped out the challenges and opportunities for 

change as sports organizations respond to violence against women in sport in Australia, as perceived 

by sports administrators, violence against women organizations, and academic researchers. This 

paper reports the initial explorative findings from these discussions and proposes a future research 

agenda.   

A Feminist Social Ecological Approach 

Using a Gender Lens to Address Violence Against Women in Sport 

Our feminist approach extends recent scholarship within sport management that has importantly 

focused on abuse in sport (Kavanagh et al., 2020), by offering a gender lens on the exercise of 

‘power over’ women, girls and gender/sexual minorities by individuals (predominantly men), 

organizations and socio-cultural practices (Aitchison, 2005). Seeking to advance sport management 

theory and organizational responses to violence against women, we address a current gap in sport 

scholarship concerning a lack of engagement with the significant body of feminist theory and 

methodologies in this area (Harris et al., 2020). As Kavanagh et al., (2020) argue, the “sport 

management academy is well-placed to contribute to management and governance approaches 

designed to mitigate against and reduce abuse in sport” (p.5). While we agree with this statement, the 

lack of engagement with feminist thought on violence against women also means sport management 

scholarship risks gender blindness in producing ‘gender free’ knowledge that erases the masculine 

privilege and power pervading sport. For example, Nite and Nauright’s (2020) recent article provides 

an excellent, rigorous analysis of how institutional structures and processes legitimized abuse within 

US colleges. However, they ignored 1) the body of research on the gendering of organizations 

(Acker, 1998), including sport (Shaw, 2006), and 2) how abusive power becomes legitimized 

through masculine privilege that pervades sport organizations (“but he was such a good bloke”). 

Cense and Brackenridge clearly argued in 2001 that “none of these procedural mechanisms will 

succeed in ridding sport of sexually exploitative practices unless they are also reinforced by wider 

structural and political changes to the gender order in sport” (Cense & Brackenridge, 2001, p.73). 

For the purposes of this article, and the study on which we report, we follow the definition of 

violence against women set out by the United Nations in Articles One and Two of the Declaration on 

the Elimination of Violence against Women (Proclaimed by General Assembly resolution 48/104 of 

20 December 1993). The UN defines violence against women as “any act of gender-based violence 

that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, 
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including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in 

public or in private life” (Article 1). This includes violence within the family, general community or 

which is perpetrated or condoned by the State. 

Without a gender lens, researchers and practitioners across sport will fail to understand how the 

complex power relations shaping violence across individual, organizational and societal levels are 

gendered (via normative attitudes, behaviors, interactions of historically patriarchal cultures). 

Drawing upon poststructuralist feminism, Aitchison (2005) refered to the gender power relations in 

sport as being “frequently produced, legitimated, reproduced, and reworked at the intersection of the 

social and cultural, or in the social–cultural nexus of organizations” (p.424). Sport feminists have 

challenged assumptions about sport organizations being gender neutral by advancing a gender lens 

that can identify how power works through the cultural and structural dimensions of sport systems. 

This emphasis on power as a process or relation (rather than zero sum equation) is also echoed by 

LaVoi (2016) who refers to the importance of analyzing sport as overtly and covertly gendered as a 

masculinized space “within historical, contextual, and social traditions” (p.27). As Shaw & Slack 

(2002) have argued sporting bodies at local, national, and international levels have been “dominated 

by discriminatory practices which, intentionally or unintentionally, served to reinforce the 

dominance of masculinities within the organization” (p.89). Hence, a gender lens offers an analytic 

approach to identify gendered patterns and normative relations that persist as ‘natural or normal’ 

across time in order to challenge the exercise of power in the ongoing formation of sport as a 

multilevel social institution.  

Theoretical Framework  

The development of the forum, collaborative World Café sessions, and subsequent analysis 

were informed by socio-ecological and feminist frameworks that emphasize the relational and 

multiple complex forces that shape the gendered contexts of individual (perpetrator-victim) 

interactions (Aitchison, 2005; LaVoi, 2016). Social ecology looks at how individuals interact with 

the environment at micro, meso and macro levels, including the physical and social environment 

(eg., sport spaces, governing institutions). Heise (1998) developed an integrated social ecological 

framework for understanding the etiology of violence against women and to direct future research. It 

conceptualized such violence as multifaceted, with an interplay between the individual, relationship, 

community, and sociocultural levels. LaVoi (2016) has importantly advanced an ecological and 

intersectional framework that recognizes the (gendered) power relations in sport settings (focused on 

coaching) within a multilevel level analysis and intersectional conceptualization of the environment-

person interplay over time. We draw on Heise’s (1998) interplay of ecological levels in 

understanding violence against women together with LaVoi’s (2016) focus on the overlaying of a 

“bi-directional arrow of power” (p.27) cutting through all ecological levels in the relational context 

of sport as experienced by women. For example, their combined frameworks indicate that at the 

individual level a woman may be experiencing violence within or outside the sporting context, but 

the sporting context will mediate social relationships and broader cultural practices and have a 

significant impact on the violence she individually experiences (Heise, 1998; LaVoi, 2016). As Heise 

(1998) argued, we need to understand micro, meso and macro levels of social systems to improve 

how sport organizations respond to the multilevel problem of violence entwined with structural 

inequalities (such as, pay gaps and under representation in decision making) and negative cultural 
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attitudes (such as, stereotypes, gender bias). Making the complexity of gender-based violence visible 

is important for shifting current thinking about organizations’ ability to respond to and address safety 

for women (Our Watch et al., 2015). For example, moving organizational responses beyond a solely 

micro level, individualized perspective that conceives of the problem as primarily about ‘bad apple’ 

perpetrators in an otherwise benign culture.  

We extend this systems-oriented thinking through feminist work that considers the power 

relations that shape the ‘more than human’ environments that sustain gender inequities in sport 

spaces (Fullagar, 2017; Pavlidis, 2018). A feminist focus requires sport organizations to consider 

how they respond to, and prevent violence, across multiple human and nonhuman domains that 

interact in particularly gendered ways. These domains include, for example, facility design and 

spaces, lighting, transport, marketing, complaints procedures, codes of conduct, and strategic plans 

that address gender equity. Feminist understandings of sport as a more than human organizational 

practice also pay attention to the invisible and embodied forces of affect that intensify gender 

inequities in terms of how sport spaces feel to women (Fullagar & Pavlidis, 2017; Gherardi, 2019). 

Whilst some sports have entrenched masculine cultures and environments that can act as sites of 

inclusion, belonging and safety for women, many act as sites where fear, harassment and exclusion 

are perpetuated through organizational logics and (in)action (Pape, 2020).   

Importantly, feminist scholars have asserted that violence is an aspect ‘of’ organization 

(processes, culture, policies, reporting practices etc.), rather than something that simply occurs 

‘within’ an organization (Harris et al., 2020). As Aitchison (2005) has argued in relation to the 

gendered power relations of sport, it is the “materialities or structures and symbols or cultures” that 

perpetuate or challenge inequality (p.423). Feminist perspectives are advancing thinking about sport 

organizations as more than bounded entities to recognize how they are permeable with shifting 

relations involving flows of people, public spaces, historic practices, policy, and funding 

responsibilities. These gendered power relations and processes all act to produce the conditions that 

enable or prevent violence against women. If sport organizations are to respond more effectively to 

violence against women (including sexually and gender diverse communities), then different ways of 

thinking about gender-based prevention and response are needed to inform policy and practice. 

We draw together insights from feminist scholarship on sport and violence prevention more 

broadly, and our key findings to inform the development of a “conceptual framework” (Collins & 

Stockton, 2018, p.5). Through visualizing the gender power relations shaping sport systems this 

framework is offered as a guide for more complex thinking about organizational responses and future 

research to promote the safety of women participating in sport (Collins & Stockton, 2018).  

Literature Review 

Defining Violence Against Women 

Whilst we use the UN definition of violence against women, it is evident in the current research 

on ‘violence’ against women in the sporting context that terminology is often used inconsistently in 

comparison with largely accepted terms in other fields, such as health. Terms used such fields to 

denote violence against women can cover a broad, sometimes overlapping, spectrum of violence 

such as sexual assault and harassment, but also intimate partner violence, domestic violence and 

family violence. Terms being used may also differ between countries and even within countries. 
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Yates (2020) raised the issue that gender-neutral terms prevent the focus being on men’s violence 

against women. In the field of sport management, we see violence against women hidden beneath 

gender-neutral terms such as “nonaccidental violence and maltreatment” or as issues related to 

“integrity” (Kavanagh et al., 2020, p.2). Feminist perspectives are important for ensuring that the 

gender power relations shaping violence against women are recognized in the context of persistent 

inequalities within patriarchal societies (Yates, 2020).  

A feminist social ecological perspective recognizes the drivers of individual behaviour as 

fundamentally entwined with sexist and disrespectful attitudes, values and practices that circulate at 

the macro and meso levels of social structures and cultures (Heise & Fulu, 2014). Sport 

organizations are positioned at the meso level as social institutions and through their policies and 

practices (on response, prevention, gender equity) both shape the macro and micro, and in turn are 

shaped by them (Fink, 2016; LaVoi, 2016).  

Sexual Violence in Sport 

Sexual violence against women and girls is a well-established issue in sport. Eminent researchers 

Celia Brackenbridge and Kari Fasting have led this field of research, particularly with regards to the 

abuse of children or young and elite athletes, for a period of over twenty years (Brackenridge, 1997; 

Brackenridge & Fasting, 2002; Fasting & Brackenridge, 2002). More recently, a German study 

found about half of female elite athletes had experienced at least one sexually violent act in their life 

within organized sport (Ohlert et al., 2018). In Australia, there has been minimal examination of the 

prevalence and experience of gender-based violence in sport (Leahy et al., 2002; McMahon and 

McGannon, 2020). In 2002, Leahy and colleagues undertook a small study in the Australian Capital 

Territory that showed a third of elite and club-based females reported experiencing sexual abuse, 

with one in eight experiencing sexual abuse in sport (Leahy et al., 2002). More recently, McMahon 

& McGannon (2020) have written about how elite athletes respond and manage the impacts of sexual 

violence. These studies suggest prevalence of sexual violence in sport is high, particularly within 

elite and youth sport. 

Studies have found that perpetrators are predominantly adult males in roles such as coach, 

physiotherapist or staff member (Brackenridge, 1997; Brackenridge & Fasting, 2005; Johansson & 

Lundqvist, 2017; Ohlert et al., 2018). Coach-athlete relationship factors have been found to be 

connected to sexual harassment and abuse amongst young adult sport participants (Johansson & 

Lundqvist, 2017). However, sexual abuse within a coach-athlete relationship may also suggests 

intimate partner violence or domestic violence, a situation rarely acknowledged in this space despite 

recognized similarity in perpetrator behaviors (Cense & Brackenridge, 2001).  

More recently, the topic of sexual violence in sport has been gaining greater recognition as an 

issue that requires action from sport organizations given the growth of social movements and calls to 

listen to the voices of athletes. Influenced by the #metoo movement, a special issue of the Journal of 

Clinical Sport Psychology in 2019 aimed to “shed a light” on such violence and to “begin a larger 

dialogue to transform our sport culture” (Reel & Crouch, 2019, p. 177). Brackenridge and Fasting’s 

seminal work over the last two decades has raised awareness of the issues and need for action, re-

emphasized by recent work by Eilier et al. (2019) following the Dr Larry Nassar trial. However, 

growing momentum globally is amplifying the interconnected issues of gender inequality, sexism 
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and violence against adult women (Our Watch et al., 2015). Women’s safety is now being positioned 

as key a focus for action and accountability within sport organizations, governance, and policy. 

Yet, research to date has largely focused on the abuse of children (McPherson et al., 2017a;b) 

and sexual abuse amongst elite athletes (Eilier et la., 2019; Fasting et al., 2003; Ohlert et al., 2018; 

Timpa et al., 2015). Furthermore, these studies have focused on a narrow definition of sexual 

violence, not always including harassment, and very few consider the broader spectrum of violence 

against women such as online abuse (Kavanagh et al., 2016) or intimate partner, domestic or family 

violence (both within sport or as a lived experienced of female sport participants outside of sport). 

Intersectional thinking (Crenshaw, 1991) that examines multiple axis of difference (gender, 

sexuality, class, ethnicity, disAbility etc.) in the violence against women and sport fields is also 

lacking (Kirby et al., 2008), as are effective organizational responses to violence against women 

(Nite & Nauright, 2020). 

Organizational Response to Violence against Women in Sport 

Organizational response to violence against women in sport has predominantly been framed in 

terms of primary prevention, for example by addressing the drivers and reinforcing factors of 

violence (Our Watch et al., 2015), rather than early intervention/response. Policy development by 

governing bodies and governments, meanwhile, has largely been framed discursively as non-

gendered abuse (Hartmann-Tews et al., 2020), such as the International Olympic Committee’s 

Consensus Statement (Mountjoy et al., 2016) and member protection policies. Or the focus has been 

on sexual abuse/violence only in the form of ‘safeguarding’ of young, such as Australia’s Child Safe 

Sport framework, and elite athletes (Fasting, 2015). The extent of policy, practice, and programs to 

guide sport organizations in developing comprehensive responses to violence against women are 

very limited (Kerr & Kerr, 2020). A recent empirical study identified several challenges facing sports 

organizations in Victoria, Australia, across the socio-ecological model in responding to violence 

against women in sport, with training in response being the challenge perceived as most important 

but most difficult to address (Forsdike et al., 2020). There is a clear need for a gender lens to inform 

understanding of the complex forces that shape violence against women and models to guide practice 

and policy so that such work is not piecemeal or fails to cover the breadth of the issue (Hamilton et 

al., 2020). 

Socio-Cultural-Political Landscape 

Furthermore, consideration needs to be given to the socio-cultural-political landscape that sport 

both inhabits and shapes, as well as that which shapes sporting organizations’ work within unique 

local contexts of work to reduce violence against women. Feminist sport scholars have argued the 

extent of sexism that prevails in sport globally remains largely “uncontested” (Fink, 2016). Sexism is 

recognized in Australia as a direct driver of violence against women (Our Watch et al., 2015). Whilst 

such a connection is not overtly presented in sport management, it has been implied by feminist 

scholars. Fink (2016) explained “it is our unchecked attitudes about gender that continue to 

negatively impact girls’ and women’s experiences in sport” (p.3), such attitudes having broader 

implications for women’s social and economic opportunities beyond sport. As such, the problem of 

implicit and explicit sexism being largely uncontested within sport organizations poses a significant 

underlying problem in prevention and response to violence. 
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Within Australia, the state of Victoria has led the way in preventing and responding to violence 

against women across policy areas. Whilst failing to recognize sport’s inherent sexism, The Royal 

Commission into Family Violence in Victoria identified sport as a key site of intervention and 

recommended that “sporting clubs … need to be supported so that they know how to respond when 

they become aware that someone is experiencing family violence or being abusive towards their 

family members” (Summary and Recommendations, 2016, p.14). However, the political drive to use 

the popularity of sport in the prevention of and response to violence against women can overlook the 

culturally embedded sanctioned and unsanctioned masculine power and aggression in Australian 

sport, such as Australian Rules Football (Grange & Kerr, 2010).  

Embedded in this context of increased awareness and action orientation, we explore Victorian 

sport organizations response to violence against women through a collaborative forum that brought 

together organizations that often work in silos - State sporting organizations, violence prevention and 

women’s organizations and multi-disciplinary researchers.   

Methods 

Research Design 

Thinking through a gender lens and through the work of both Heise (1998) and LaVoi (2016), 

we posed questions to discussion groups in a World Café forum to draw out the multiplicity of 

processes, socio-cultural contexts and gender relations that shape organizational responses to 

violence against women. Our analysis involved bringing into relation the data produced through the 

forum, our own insights from the day, the frameworks of both Heise (1998) and La Voi (2016), and 

feminist insights that attuned us to relationality and complexity and provided initial proposals for 

future research. 

The forum was held in 2019 to bring together multiple and diverse stakeholders to consider 

and discuss responding to violence against women within the sporting context. The all-day forum 

had two key components. The first half of the day delivered presentations on violence against women 

both broadly and within sport, by State and National violence against women organizations, 

including across both metropolitan and rural/regional Victoria, and women’s health and violence 

against women researchers. These presentations were a means to engage and disseminate knowledge 

about prevention of and response to violence against women, as well as multi-stakeholder 

collaborations (for example, between women’s health organizations, advocacy groups and regional 

sport associations), to multidisciplinary researchers and sport organizations. The second key 

component of the forum, on which this paper reports, was World Café method discussion groups 

held over approximately a three-hour period in the afternoon that responded to the learnings of the 

morning. 

It is the three elements of the World Café method – “fostering constructive dialogue, 

accessing collective intelligence, and creating innovative possibilities for action” (Brown, 2005, p.4) 

- that are key to exploring the topic of violence against women in sport and is congruent with a 

feminist approach that seeks to share varying perspectives, frameworks, and knowledge. The ensuing 

dialogue provides a generative process to encourage ways forward in responding appropriately to 

women experiencing violence and supporting sport organizations to do so. The World Café method 

is informed by the principles of participatory action research and appreciative inquiry methods that 
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orient a range of stakeholders towards solutions (Aldred, 2011; Lohr et al., 2020). It is a commonly 

used method within community development (Aldred, 2011) and interprofessional collaboration 

across sport and healthcare (Breitbach et al., 2017). The method enables a large group of people to 

participate in small conversational groups, of between four to six people, who then collectively form 

part of one overall conversation (Brown, 2005). Participants move between groups, thereby building 

upon previous conversations and including new perspectives, and ultimately inspiring new ways for 

action (Brown, 2005). It is distinct from other traditional qualitative methods such as individual 

interviews and focus groups, in that it facilitates discussion amongst a large sample, with minimal 

direction from the researchers, and enables development of new insights as participants move 

between groups (Lohr et al., 2020).  

Brown (2005) has identified key principles that informed our application of the World Café 

method with respect to setting the context, prioritizing a hospitable space, encouraging contributions 

from all, connecting diverse perspectives, listening for emergent patterns and collective discoveries.  

We set the context for the conversations by, 1) inviting a variety of key stakeholders with diverse 

insights; 2) inviting keynote speakers from violence against women related organizations and 

researchers to share their knowledge; and 3) developing open questions to orient the subsequent 

discussion groups. Creating a hospitable space was intended to stimulate collective conversations by 

encouraging trust and respect for differences (Brown, 2005). This affective dimension of the research 

process was particularly important in relation to the sensitive nature of the topic (where some 

participants were survivors of violence both within and outside of the sport context) and the 

challenge of change relating to entrenched masculine privilege in sport. The presentations in the 

morning generated a powerful affective atmosphere that acknowledged the effects of violence on 

women, along with the feeling that collaborating could mobilize capacities for change (Gherardi, 

2019).   

The questions for the discussion groups were developed to elicit responses in light of the 

morning presentations that offered a gender lens on violence against women and were informed by 

our feminist socio-ecological framework. Holding the presentations before the World Café 

discussions was an important way of highlighting the need to think about the gender power relations 

that are implicated in violence against women within sport and social systems. The first discussion 

group session centered on the theme of “processing what we have heard and mapping the issues” and 

posed three questions across five groups, one question per group (with four groups answering the 

same question as another group):  

1) What do you think are the key challenges for sports organizations in responding to women who 

are experiencing gender-based violence? 

2) In the context of sport participation, how effective do you think existing policy and practice 

approaches are in responding to women’s risk/experience of violence? 

3) Based on what you’ve thought about today, how do the physical and social environments and 

human behavior play a role in developing responses that address violence against women in 

sport?  How do you see interconnections between these domains?  

The second session responded to the question of change, “What are our next steps in response to 

what we’ve heard and what we’ve mapped?”. There were three lines of questioning that explored 

research questions that need to be asked to inform policy development, effective ways of 
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disseminating research to effect change, and strategies to support more collaborative work across 

sectors to improve responses to violence against women in sport. 

Each table had a host, two male and three female academic researchers experienced in facilitating 

discussion groups, who remained at the table throughout the two sessions while discussion 

participants rotated around the tables every twenty to thirty minutes (Fouché & Light, 2011). There 

was a summary of discussions between sessions. The table hosts enabled continuity and development 

of the conversations, drawing upon the materials developed by the prior group (Brown, 2005). We 

invited presenters with knowledge of violence prevention and researchers from fields as broad as 

sport management, social work, sociology, health, and sport science. Such varied perspectives and 

experiences, often unlikely to ever come together in their usual day to day work, raised issues and 

produced different understandings that each alone may not be able to address comprehensively 

(Brown, 2005). Discussing the topic of violence against women produced an affective intensity that 

connected people in particular ways (agreeing, disagreeing, sharing, rethinking), which Fouche and 

Light (2011) also experienced in their World Café discussions on social work practice and research. 

Finally, each group discussion used various tools to record their thoughts and potential ideas for 

action. This enabled the group to visualize their ideas and for others to see potential patterns and 

connections that they could then also record (Brown, 2005). At the end of each discussion, written 

records of the discussions (including sticky notes, visual representations of mind maps, and detailed 

text responses to questions written on size A2 sheets of paper) were placed upon the walls around the 

room for reflection during further discussion groups (Fouché & Light, 2011). The authors took 

photos of these and collated them for transcription. Discussions were not audio-recorded. Although 

some researchers have recorded discussions during a World Café, the impact of recording sensitive 

discussions is unknown (Lohr et al., 2020). The authors did not want to inhibit discussions on such a 

sensitive topic nor increase any risk of identifying participants’ comments (Lohr et al., 2020). The 

transcribed records and field notes were thematically analyzed by both authors. Given the 

exploratory nature of the study and the varying forms of data (long text, visual representations, sticky 

notes and field notes), a formal intercoder reliability quantitative assessment was not undertaken. 

However, the two authors followed qualitative principles of trustworthiness of the data and analyzed 

the data separately based on their expertise of feminist socio-ecological theoretical frameworks 

(Heise, 1998; LaVoi, 2016), meeting four times online and face to face to discuss the analysis and 

interpretations through a process of reflexivity, and to agree upon the final themes arising from their 

discussions (O’Connor & Joffe, 2020). Heise’s (1998) and LaVoi’s (2016) socio-ecological 

framework guided analysis (Collins & Stockton, 2018), particularly across the individual, 

relationship/interpersonal, organizational/community and socio-cultural levels. 

The forum and all aspects of data collection and analysis were approved by the first author’s 

University Human Research Ethics committee. The quotes we provide below are those from the 

written records developed by the groups of participants during discussions. 
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Photos 1-3. Discussion group records. 
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Participants 

We had 41 people attend the morning presentations and 29 people participate in the World Café 

part of the all-day forum. Of these 29 (identified as women = 22; men = 7), 15 were from sports 

organizations across a range of roles from CEO to policy and project officers, four were from 

violence against women response, advocacy and women’s health organizations, and nine were 

academic researchers. Of those attending from a SSO, ten different Victorian based sports were 

represented. Some of those attending were also current or ex-amateur or professional athletes. The 

diversity of the participants is represented in Table 1 below. 

Table 1  

Organization Origin of the World Café Participants 

 Organization Type 

 Sport Organizations Violence against 

women & Women’s 

Organizations 

Academic Researchers 

Organization 

Detail 

1. Regional sport 

organization 

2. Women’s sport 

advocacy 

organization 

3. Representatives from 

SSOs: 

a. Australian 

Rules Football 

b. Cycling 

c. Diving 

d. Golf 

e. Gymnastics 

f. Ice Sports 

g. Netball 

h. Rugby 

i. Triathlon 

1. Violence against 

women response 

service 

2. Women’s health 

3. Violence against 

women advocacy and 

lived experience 

representatives 

Researchers from six 

Universities (four 

Victorian; two Interstate) 

covering the following 

fields: 

1. Gender 

2. Social work 

3. Sociology 

4. Sport management 

5. Sport science 

6. Women’s health 

 

Results 

We identified multi-level challenges faced by sports organizations in responding to violence 

against women in sport played out within and between micro, meso and macro elements of culture, 

policy, and implementation. We mapped out three overlapping domains for further research and 

potential change: cultural norms and resistance; organizational/individual capacity to respond; the 

physical and digital environment of sport. We provide a graphic visualization (Fig.1.) of these 

domains, as they intersect with culture, policy and implementation, influencing violence against 

women and the responses of community sport. It brings together and adapts the feminist socio-
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ecological frameworks of Heise (1998) and LaVoi (2016) to highlight the intersection of LaVoi’s 

power relations across the ecological levels and contexts as they are impacted by the gendered power 

relations driving violence. Our initial exploration indicates the need for cross-collaboration across all 

domains and contexts, with an ongoing awareness of underlying gendered power relations in sport. 

Figure 1 

Conceptual map for responding to violence against women in community sport (adapted from Heise, 

1998 and LaVoi, 2016) 

 

 

 

Cultural Norms and Resistance 

Norms as Affective Constraints 

Within this domain attitudes and culture were highlighted as affective constraints to action, 

challenging organizational and individual capacities to respond to violence against women. While 

cultural norms create implicit and explicit expectations about identities, behaviors and relationships, 

the enactment of norms importantly involves affective as well as rational processes. Normative 

expectations (e.g., how women should act) work to constrain individual actions and feelings (shame, 

anger, fear, pleasure etc.) and resistance against such gendered power relations (Ahmed, 2014; Shaw 

& Slack, 2002). While the analysis of gender norms informs feminist social-ecological frameworks 

(Heise, 1998; La Voi, 2016), there has been little attention paid to the importance of affective power 

relations that connect individual/interpersonal, organizational and societal/cultural levels to the issue 

of gender-based violence and response (Forsdike et al. 2020). Participants raised the issue of “fear of 
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backlash” and “cultural resistance” as “constraining the effectiveness of policy” and response. 

Backlash towards a focus on violence against women as a key issue, particularly women as victims, 

is common and seen regularly in responses to media articles that put a spotlight on violence against 

women and its prevalence. Frequent responses often attempt to deny gender inequities through 

comments such as “what about male victims” or “not all men.” The fear of such backlash amongst 

members of a sports club or SSO may paralyze constructive and immediate responses to identified 

violence or focus on any preventative measures being enacted. Such fear reflects the gendered power 

at play within sport that rests on a masculine/feminine binary that is also evident across society, 

particularly in the online space (Lewis et al., 2017). The inferiorization of ‘the feminine’ occurs with 

the elevation of ‘the masculine’ in sport (as stronger, faster, naturally superior bodies) (Shaw and 

Slack, 2002). The (hetero)normative gender relations of sport can support the (ab)use of power by 

(mostly) men with status and roles towards those historically perceived as weak (women, girls, 

nonhegemonic masculinities, LGBTQI+). 

One particular group recorded that, “‘What happens in the room stays in the room’ is a negative 

protection of behavior instead of a safe space to challenge” in sport clubs, while another group raised 

the “culture of silence and acceptance of what’s happening in private.” These two notions mirror the 

common phrase “what goes on tour stays on tour” often used in sporting clubs and amongst teams, 

highlighting masculine privilege and power within sport, reflecting “person-environment dynamics” 

(LaVoi, 2016, p.24) and the connection between the individual (athlete/administrator), 

interpersonal/relational (the immediate context within which such discourse takes place e.g. sport 

team/club), and organizational levels (institution of sport) (Heise, 1998; LaVoi, 2016). Participants’ 

reflections were underpinned by recognition that there was often “adherence to rigid gender norms” 

as they played out in coaches’ behavior and coaching practice. Such broader social attitudes and 

culture interplay with the traditional masculinized culture of sport, and its inherent power 

imbalances, sexism and associated normative behavioral practices. Coaches were seen as emulating 

abusive control over athletes, being “god-like” and upholding a “psychology of fear.” Such 

behaviors were “equated with achieving” in sport and would be “normalized.” Traditional styles of 

coaching and masculinized culture, therefore, were raised as resulting in silencing, with the ability to 

recognize violence and speak up requiring “feeling as though you can have a voice.” LaVoi’s (2016) 

focus on power as bi-directional is relevant here, as it emphasizes the power at the societal and 

organizational levels influencing power at the individual and interpersonal levels, and vice-versa. 

Although LaVoi focuses on the field of coaching, it mirrors Heise’s (1998) focus on the etiology of 

abuse, showing the two to be indelibly connected. Power imbalances between male coaches and 

women athletes were reported as resulting in “not speaking up for fear of consequences.” This was 

discussed as being a particular issue in rural and regional communities where “rumors etc. abound 

and fear that if you complain you will miss out on opportunity.” 

A key driver to address these challenges related to engaging with sport club members to ensure 

appropriate and effective policies were developed and implemented. This ranged from ensuring 

policy reflected the end user to “listen to people who have lived experience and combine with 

research and evidence base.” Also, language use in policy needed to be relevant and accessible to the 

end user: “governing body forms are thick with inaccessible corporate language.” These desires for 

change included an emphasis on promoting safer spaces for conversation to address the affective 
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dynamics of backlash and raising awareness to shift cultural norms and organizational practices 

about violence against women in sport: 

 “Discussing violence against women is important.” 

“Between social and human contexts organizations should play a role in promoting 

conversations.” 

Unlearning Gender Norms to Enact Change 

One of our earlier introductions to the day framed the directions of the afternoon discussion in 

terms of learning to question gender norms, developing new understandings and also unlearning 

normalized gender scripts (such as, sport participation and governance based on an assumed 

masculine body). Gender norms are the cultural attitudes and expectations of behavior related to 

gender identity that is underpinned by binary thinking where the feminine has historically been 

inferiorized in relation to the masculine (Ahmed, 2014). Participants mobilized this issue of how 

gender is learnt (women become objects of violence) when talking about how awareness and 

conversation could be enacted through policy change to contribute to “unlearning” normative 

behaviors. For example, one group raised the issue of “funding streams enabling abusive behaviors” 

within high performance sport and whether this could be turned around. Other areas for potential 

change included the “sexualization of sport” that identified sexism in relation to women’s “uniforms, 

make-up and appearance, or looking at “rules that discriminate e.g. points deducted for rolls of fat at 

international gymnastics competitions.” Yet it was recognized that such cultural change would take 

years and whilst opening the conversation and “embrace ‘truth telling’ could be a point of strength, a 

group asked: “how do we get organizations to say ‘yes we need help’ if there is a cultural problem?” 

Fink (2016) similarly has argued, in relation to sport’s inherent sexism, the need to move away from 

merely seeing the issue and towards actively findings ways that “positively transform sport 

organizations” (p.5). The participants, through the World Café forum, articulated desires to engage in 

cross sector collaboration to enable sport organizations to learn from violence prevention experts to 

develop a more gender sensitive lens while (un)learning gender normativity.  

Organizational and Individual Capacity 

This domain was identified in relation to organizational culture, structures, and resourcing that 

facilitated or limited capacities to act and respond appropriately to violence against women within 

community sport. While many participants assumed the existence of a neutral organizational culture, 

others questioned the historically masculine organization of sport by applying a gender lens to 

explore how violence against women was made visible and resourced (policies, plans, training, 

communication etc.) across organizations.  

Competing Safety Priorities 

Sports organizations, understandably given the Australian Royal Commission into Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse (Commonwealth of Australia, 2017) as well as high profile cases 

in the media, have focused efforts on identifying, preventing, and responding to child abuse in sport. 

Group discussions highlighted how safety policies within sports organizations typically focused on 

child safeguarding with the “consequences of child safety seen as more serious and more motivated 

to act on.” The discussion threads recognized that although similarities in safety principles may exist, 
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for example the potential to report family violence through the child safety policies, a child safety 

policy “doesn’t translate to women’s safety.” We observed moments of realization in group 

discussions that perhaps current child safety policies have missed a key opportunity to also provide 

“education on family violence and gender equity.” “Competing policy priorities” were identified as 

potentially marginalizing other groups requiring safety measures, such as, women and LGBTQI+ 

sport participants. This point echoes LaVoi’s (2016) call for an intersectional understanding of 

gender equity with respect to policy development and the particular “a gap when it comes to violence 

against women response/support” identified by participants. 

The overwhelming issue these discussions raised was that there were few, if any, policies that 

addressed violence against women, along with poor to non-existent guidelines on their 

implementation if they did exist (see Table 2 below). The lack of recognition of violence against 

women in sport organizations raised the challenge of understanding how gender power relations 

could shift to address cultural and structural constraints that contribute to inequality and violence in 

everyday sport contexts. 

Table 2  

Competing Safety Priorities in Organizational and Individual Capacity: Lack of Policy 

No. Recorded data 

1 Some organizations don’t have policies or practice in place yet 

2 Lack of processes and policy to be guided by 

3 Policies protecting female staff are lacking 

4 Lack of relevant policy – club, SSO [State Sport Organization], NSO [National 

Sport Organization] level 

5 Not aware of policy at any level 

6 Low awareness and enactment of policy at club level 

 

Responsibility of Response 

Groups were aware of the lack of in-house expertise to develop organizational policies. As one group 

recorded: “What does a safe and respectful club look like? Feel like? How do we create one? What 

policies and practices are needed?” Meanwhile, another issue raised was who should respond to 

violence against women: “whose responsibility is it? Clubs, state, gov?” Discussion of this issue 

identified an additional knowledge gap in policy implementation and translation/communication. It 

was clear that even if there was a policy somewhere, no one was “policing or enacting policy” and 

there was a “lack of knowledge of processes.” One group specifically noted a “disconnect between 

policy and practice.” The disconnect was most keenly felt when policy was developed at the NSO or 

SSO level, with little if any translation and practical implementation at the community club level. 

The challenge raised here was the weak “influence that SSOs have over clubs – way that sport is 

structured” and the “capacity of SSOs to deliver/support policy and practices to clubs/community.”  
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The ability to implement policy and practice from the SSO to the community club level was 

underpinned by an awareness that SSOs could be “reactive to incidents” and maintain “ad hoc 

practices.” But there was also an awareness in the discussion that there was also “inconsistency 

around frameworks and responses between sports.” The question was raised, “who has liability – 

who should be ultimately responsible?” for any violence against women response, at the community 

club, SSO or NSO levels. It was felt policy formulation was the “easy part”, with successful 

implementation being harder to achieve. While it was not an expectation in the discussions, 

consensus did not appear to be reached amongst the groups about who should develop and oversee 

implementation of policies within and across sports. Sport Australia was identified as a key actor 

within the sector given the existing requirements for funding that relate to sport governance, 

integrity, and safe-guarding processes. However, issues of jurisdiction, sport specific policies and the 

multi-level organization of sport bodies highlighted complexities. This reflects the dynamic interplay 

of the levels in the ecological model. As Heise (1998) argues, it is no single factor, be it individual or 

organization, that will lead to change, but many factors “operating on many levels” (p.263), with 

interrogation and transgression of dominant powers at the structural and individual levels by those 

with the agency, individual or organizational, to do so (LaVoi, 2016). 

Organizational Resourcing 

Even with the potential for policy development and appropriate implementation, the major 

challenge raised in discussion groups was the lack of resources, both at an individual and 

organizational level. Discussion groups argued that there is already a burden on the predominantly 

volunteer base of community sport, with time pressures and “lack of clarity around roles” being 

particularly fraught. Groups acknowledged that there is “lack of knowledge and resources – people 

feeling overloaded with ‘another task’.” Some groups saw the potential for “champions to promote 

change” or “find advocates with personal passion/experience”, people whom women could talk to. 

However, it was equally noted that we “need more people to be across the issues – not just the 

‘gender’ person” and, as such, education and training is required (see Table 3 below). The lack of 

organizational knowledge of how gender inequities underpin violence against women was identified 

as major limitation with respect to prioritizing effective responses (training, planning, 

communicating etc.). 

Table 3  

Organizational Resourcing in Organizational and Individual Capacity: Knowledge and Training 

Required for Individual Capacity 

No. Recorded data 

1 No key people within workplaces 

2 Lack of clear education tools for use by/with club volunteers 

3 Leadership need training 

4 Lack of people with expertise in sport – need more informed people 

5 Identification of signs/issues – need to empower people to work with those in need 
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6 Training people to be aware – take the next step 

7 No knowledge about how to respond appropriately at club to DV/outside sport 

violence 

 

Embedding champions and advocates within an organization, preferably more than one 

individual, would be a challenge with an ongoing lack of diversity across sport at the SSO and 

community level. Such diversity may enable multiple perspectives on leadership and a culture of 

safety. There were several comments made in relation to diversity and its ability to impact change for 

women’s safety (see Table 4 below). 

Table 4 

Organizational Resourcing in Organizational and Individual Capacity: Need for Diversity 

No. Recorded data 

1 Diversity better for profit & not for profit clubs 

2 Mixed gender to avoid tokenism 

3 Gender inequity in coaching, leadership, governance, high performance, staffing 

4 Cultural resistance or lack of understanding – do we need more people at player 

management who understand and role model gender equity and respectful 

relationships? 

 

This reflection by the participants aligns with Cense and Brackenridge’s (2001) argument that the 

democratization of sport will support the prevention of sexual abuse within sport. By 

democratization they were referring predominantly to empowerment of athletes and reducing the 

“omnipotence” (p.72) of the coach, however this can also relate to the hierarchical power structures 

within sports organizations that can be addressed through greater diversity and greater 

democratization of governance, employment, and provision. 

Collaborative Knowledge Building and Implementation 

Groups discussed how the potential for harnessing specialist knowledge and capacity to 

respond was very much related to collaboration. Key issues were identified, such as, “too many 

individual organizations working in silos” and that funding was a key issue if resources were to be 

directed to the response of violence against women. Groups considered that “coordinated responses” 

rather than “programs for single organizations” would be more appropriate, with many advocating 

for a “united approach from sports” to persuade government investment in combined resources. One 

means of driving cultural change was suggested by several groups in terms of changing the existing 

focus of “funding contingent on performance”, to funding conditional upon appropriate 

understanding and response to violence against women – “could this model shift?”  
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It was also suggested that sports organizations should “partner with specialized 

people/experts/organizations” who work on violence prevention, women’s health, and gender 

equality beyond the organizations existing scope. Engaging with such experts may then “empower 

women to feel safe to speak up and make sure there are policies in place to support and protect.” 

However, organizations would need to know how to form such collaborative partnerships and that 

such partnerships should be “proactive not reactionary.”  Our Watch, the peak national body in 

primary prevention of violence against women and their children in Australia, has engaged with 

sports organizations to a certain extent to embed gender equality and respectful relationships. Our 

Watch identifies sport as a “priority setting” for primary prevention work and provides tools and 

resources for sport on their website, www.ourwatch.org.au (Liston et al., 2017; Our Watch et al., 

2015, p. 38). However, their work was not raised within the forum, suggesting they were relatively 

unknown as a potential resource and collaborative opportunity.  

At the individual level, there was overall agreement that those working in sports organizations, 

volunteer and paid, as well as those participating in sport are largely unaware of violence against 

women and how to respond. At a basic level, groups noted that there was a “lack of awareness of 

what could constitute violence” and that even the language used, such as “violence” was not 

understood. The “fear of doing the wrong thing” and “inertia to act as an active bystander” needed to 

be overcome with knowledge and being able to “equip people with skills to respond”, for example 

“upskilling first responders and families” or identifying potential violence against women within first 

aid training for coaches and administrators (and hence risk management). Groups acknowledged a 

gap at the organizational level with respect to “staff [who are] not trained to respond to the 

environment/human behaviour issues” and do not know where to go for supports, but there were 

“lots of good intentions.” This extended to not only women experiencing violence within the sport 

context but also understanding “how to support girls/women coming into clubs that have been 

victims of GBV [gender-based violence].” 

Physical and Digital Environment  

An Unsafe Physical Space for Women 

Researchers have importantly identified the more-than-human dimension of violence that occurs 

through sport spaces and organizations - from fields, change rooms, training camps, social media 

platforms to strategy meetings, policy documents, staff development and complaints procedures 

(Fasting & Brackenridge, 2002; Harris, 2019). Groups discussed a range of examples and posed 

questions relating to how the physical environments of sport created unsafe spaces for women, “Are 

there private/secluded locations in the sport space?” For example, the use of lighting was a topic 

related to evening participation that raised complexities relating to what lit facilities afforded in 

terms of safety and the affective relations of fear (influenced by media reports of assaults and 

murders of a number of women in Melbourne parks and streets). The lighting and location of fields, 

car parks, signage and paths were considered to be very important, “lighting is critical for sport and 

recreation safety (+ commuting cyclists).” However, there was concern about how lit spaces also 

created darkness that was threatening. Participants spoke of how urban planning frameworks could 

better inform sport provision “CPTED [crime prevention through environmental design] community 

safety planning principles and design” and that “open transparent spaces reduce risk.”  
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Transport and travel to and for sport was also identified in relation to risk for women and 

particularly in rural areas with great distances as well as those relying on public transport. Discussion 

of travel for sport raised the issue of violence against women that occurred through relationships in 

spaces of close proximity involving those in positions of power, such as coaches, “High performance 

teams often sent away/travel – without adequate supervision/management, hard to manage physical 

interactions when away.”  

An Unsafe Digital Space for Women 

In addition to physical environments, digital spaces were also identified as problematic in terms 

of online abuse and the effects of media portrayals of athletes. References were made to best practice 

examples of digital platforms being developed for creating awareness and enabling support: “CASA 

[Centre Against Sexual Assault] digital storytelling – need platform but protected in that process. 

Barriers to disclosure can be overcome if we [use] different ways.” These physical and digital 

environments of sport organizing are profoundly discursive and material sites where gender power 

relations shape how women are treated and issues of safety thought about (stereotypes, rape myths, 

media reporting etc.).  

A More Than Human Approach to Safer Sport Spaces 

Thinking in a more than human way brings various spaces and design issues into the discussion 

about policy and research to support effective organizational responses. Group discussions involving 

diverse sector perspectives, rural and urban contexts, research and practice, mapped violence against 

women across the complexity of the sport ecosystem rather than a more conventional focus on 

individual perpetrators. This shift to a broader view of how sport is interrelated with other social 

institutions, everyday spaces and gender inequalities helps situate organizational responses to 

violence against women within a broader and longer-term view of change. Harris’s (2019, p. 139) 

point that “violence…emerges through constant intra-actions of material–discursive worlds that are 

always coming into being”, is instructive for thinking about the dynamic environments shaping sport, 

gender equality and safety. These key gender issues underpin the need for more complex social-

ecological thinking about the materiality of safety in on/offline sport environments, as well as the 

affective relations that undermine or support the feeling of safety, inclusion and belonging (Fullagar 

et al., 2019). 

Collaborating for Change  

During the second session of the World Café, groups focused on what could be done to support 

sport organizations to respond appropriately to violence against women. One group raised a 

significant way to move forward: establishing collaborations enabling cross sector expertise that 

could then share best practice and policy. Representatives of sport organizations expressed a desire 

to engage with the “pre-eminent body” or “leading expert” in the field of violence against women, 

and work together in “workshops/forums as ‘thought experiments’”. The aim, they explained, would 

not be to talk more “but to progress ideas and plans” with the “right people in the room” and to 

“bring participants voices in.” Terms such as “advisory group”, “community of practice” and 

“steering groups” were raised as a means to draw upon the wide range of expertise and experience 

required to support a sport organization’s response to violence against women. This would 
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necessarily include the voice of women athletes, an as yet untapped yet vitally important part of 

understanding and ensuring appropriate responses.  

Dissemination and translation of knowledge was discussed at length in terms of what was 

appropriate and most likely to facilitate action and drive change. The group emphasized the need to 

showcase “best practice”, “reward and recognition to show respect of industry leaders.” The group 

did not want to “reinvent the wheel” but equally recognized the need for simplified materials for 

sports organizations to use, making them more accessible and usable. Key organizations and 

communication channels, such as Sport Australia and the Clearinghouse for Sport, were suggested as 

being able to provide greater information dissemination that could draw on the extensive research 

being done at universities.  

Future Research and Translation 

In the final stage of the forum, discussion groups explored opportunities for future research and 

required translational activities. Firstly, the groups recognized that as a foundation, the sector needed 

to better understand and recognize the current prevalence of violence against women in sport in 

Australia and map progress that is being made. Secondly, the groups requested that greater 

exploratory research should be done that drew upon diverse women’s experiences (diverse cultures, 

LGBTQI+, ages and disability) and examined in more detail the barriers and facilitators to response, 

and capacities to address violence against all women in sport. This included a needs analyses to be 

conducted that adopts a gender lens as well as participatory and action research to be undertaken 

with consultation and co-design involving multiple stakeholders, particularly women who participate 

and those who have left sport. There was great interest in developing innovative methodologies, as 

well as using exploratory case studies, particularly in relation to examining club-based expertise that 

demonstrate “best practice” and exhibit a “safe sport space.” Examples of key questions that could 

drive future research included: “How can different organizations better work together to advance 

gender equity and women’s safety?”, and “How can effective bystander capacities and interventions 

be fostered?” Finally, knowledge translation, implementation and evaluation research and activities 

must draw upon a range of methods and communication forms to encapsulate the complexity of the 

issues and diverse environments (internally and externally) in which sports organizations and clubs 

find themselves. 

There was a sense of urgency about developing research questions and interventions to explore, 

examine, and develop collaborative approaches that respond to the diverse contexts of sport. 

However, it was also evident that existing research into violence against women within and beyond 

sport has not been sufficiently disseminated or translated for sports organizations to drive change in 

policy and practice: 

“Tie the research done at universities into sports – so much knowledge and voice from 

athletes that isn’t getting used or accessed.” 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The key issue we faced in understanding the current prevalence of violence against women within 

community sport (either incidence occurring within the sporting context, or female sports’ 

participants experiencing such violence and their ongoing engagement with sport) was a scarcity of 
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data within Australia that covers all forms of violence against women, and which focuses on adult 

women within a community sport context. Furthermore, we quickly found during the discussions that 

there is a severe lack of consistent comprehensive practical and applicable policy, developed using a 

gendered lens, to guide sports’ organizations to understand, identify and respond to violence against 

women. While sport management research has identified how institutionalized practices enable and 

perpetuate abuse within sport (Nite and Nauright, 2019), there is a clear need for feminist research 

that contributes a gender lens on the power relations that shape the problem and solutions. Even with 

the development of organizational policies aimed at preventing and responding to abuse, there 

remains the ongoing issue of effective implementation and practice that considers the gendered 

context of violence within and beyond sport. Eiler et al., (2019) argue, people must be trained to 

enact policies around sexual violence prevention in sport.  

Our exploration of the challenges that sport organizations face highlights a key feminist 

argument made by Harris (2019) about how violence needs to be thought of as an aspect ‘of’ a sport 

organization (in terms of its policies, implementation processes, reporting practices, culture and 

environment etc.), rather than something that simply occurs ‘within’ a sport organization (Harris et 

al., 2020).  This conceptual shift requires sport organizations to enact their responsibility to effect 

meaningful change to ensure sport is a safe space for all by recognizing the gendered dimension of 

violence and abuse. Our study underscores the importance of developing a gender lens to think about 

the overlapping domains of practice in terms of; sociocultural environment (e.g., behaviors and 

attitudes towards women, unlearning gender scripts, resistance to change), organizational and 

individual capacity (e.g., competing safety priorities, resourcing, staff/volunteer training, better 

collaboration) and the physical and digital environment (e.g., co-designing for gender equity and 

safety in more than human spaces).  

A feminist social ecological perspective on how sports intervene and respond to violence is 

important for shifting the focus from ‘bad apples’ and ad hoc activities toward a systemic focus on 

organizational policies, their implementation and practice, as well as cultures and on/offline spaces. 

In addressing violence against women, Heise argues that “more important than the location of any 

single factor is the dynamic interplay between factors operating at multiple levels” (p.266). 

Similarly, Harris (2019, pp. 133-134) has argued in her discussion of the list of perpetrators 

published by USA Gymnastics in the wake of the Larry Nassar trial, “A focus on individuals can 

distract from questions about whether USA Gymnastics is eliminating problematic processes and 

systems: It may focus exclusively on rather than beyond the rapist…and [a] lack of intervention is 

part of how violence is organized.” As part of this move to think beyond the individual, 

democratizing sports organizations through increased diversity to reduce hierarchical and patriarchal 

power relations is needed for violence prevention (Cense & Brackenridge, 2001). 

The conceptual map we provide (Figure 1) visually represents the complexity of and 

overlapping nature of the issues shaping how sport organizations respond to violence against women. 

Our approach echoes Harris’s (2019, p. 138) point about how organizational interventions (to prevent 

sexual violence in her research) can make known the influence of societal discourses (about gender, 

race, sexuality etc.) so “…organizational members can cultivate systemic thinking that enlarges the 

circle of concern” and hence the capacity to respond more comprehensively. This point was also 
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raised in recent research into violence prevention in Australian sport by Hamilton et al. (2020) who 

concluded that,  

members of sporting organizations who are leaders in enacting efforts to prevent violence 

against women rarely conceptualize their work in terms of primary, secondary and tertiary 

models of intervention, we recommend that a supplementary framework, consisting of key 

drivers and essential actions, may be best suited to help guide their prevention policies (p.133). 

Our conceptual map provides a visual scaffold that draws insights from Heise’s (1998) and 

LaVoi’s (2016) ecological conceptual models to support more complex thinking about a future 

research agenda that embraces a ‘gender lens’ on violence within and beyond sport spaces. Research 

also needs to engage with a range of collaborating partners to enhance the policy and practice 

capacity of organizations to respond to the interrelated issues raised by the discussion groups. It is a 

reflection of the domains and levels at which the issue of women’s safety needs to be addressed 

across sport, in the context of gendered power relations within and beyond sport organizations. 

There is an overwhelming desire in policy and research to view sport as a cure for all society’s 

ills. This has been seen through the sport for development field and raised as an issue by those 

examining the social impact of sport (Spaaij, 2011). We need to engage with the dark side of sport, 

it’s inherent and uncontested sexism (as this intersects with racism, homo/transphobia, ablism, 

ageism) (Fink, 2016) as a driver of violence against women. We also need to carefully develop 

appropriate responses to violence against women in community sport through a collaborative drive 

for change. Whilst there may be some reluctance to recognize violence against women as an issue to 

be addressed in sport, or at least acknowledgement of gender-based violence, it was clear in the 

forum and through the stories being told that there is a clear desire for this to change. There is an 

urgent need to understand and put in place gender aware policies and training for appropriate 

responses as well as how to implement those policies effectively (Forsdike et al., 2020). The 

intensity of participant responses to the issues raised by the presentations and ongoing forum 

discussions was palpable. These affective relations and investments in changing sport cultures and 

practices are an important aspect of feminist knowledge production (Fullagar et al., 2019).  

Despite the intense responses to these issues in our forum being palpable, Levine’s research 

(2018) on collaboration between sexual violence researchers and local communities and institutions 

suggests that researchers’ motivations and stories of abuse are not enough to facilitate change. We 

need to understand and address the context that shapes community organizations as they face 

resource concerns and a fear of backlash – points that our discussion groups also raised. The forum 

was the first step in joining the passion for change between researchers, violence against women 

organizations and key representatives of sports organizations. However, we agree with Levine (2018) 

and participants in the forum that developing ideas for action through cross-sector expertise, 

appropriate dissemination and translation to, and in collaboration with, our communities is vital. 

We need to continue such conversations, discussions and collaborative development of policy 

and practice implementation with a clear gender lens. Essentially, we need to continue to support the 

freedom to talk about the dark side of violence against women to ensure greater accountability in the 

sport sector and how to respond. It should be recognized that none of these procedural mechanisms 
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will succeed in ridding sport of sexually exploitative practices unless they are also reinforced by 

wider structural and political changes to the gender order in sport. 

Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research 

Whilst there was a diverse group of people in the room in terms of self-identified women and 

men, organizations, and organizational roles and perspectives, we are aware that the group lacked 

diversity with respect to culture, disability, sexuality and gender diversity. This reflected the lack of 

diversity across sporting organizations more generally but is also a limitation with regards to the 

experiences that informed the World Café discussions. This issue of engaging a diversity of voices to 

understand the intersecting forces that shape violence against different women and nonbinary sport 

participants is crucial for future research, as is the question of engaging men in the change agenda. 

Furthermore, although the World Café method provided a unique means to draw together 

different stakeholders and their expertise to facilitate discussions for future action (Brown, 2005; 

Lohr et al., 2020), it is recommended that it forms one part of ongoing qualitative explorations that 

are supplemented by other methods such as interviews (Lohr et al., 2020). As such, our explorative 

study is just that – explorative. Our initial findings could be strengthened by additional in-depth 

interviews with those who participated in the forum.  

The parameters of a future research agenda to address violence against women in sport are 

broad with respect to methodological approaches and foci, so we are guided by the cross-sector 

expertise of the discussion groups in the forum. The are three key areas that require further research 

to inform organizational responses to violence against women in Australia sport: 1) prevalence 

studies, both within and across sports that encompasses the breadth of the issue of violence against 

women and the gendered power relations that exist within sport; 2) exploratory studies to better 

understand the experiences of women in sport who have been or continuing to be victims of gender-

based violence, as well as case studies of community sport that provide a safe sport space and best 

practice in response; 3) co-designed research into appropriate dissemination and translation of 

violence against women in sport research to, and with, our community partners drawing upon cross-

sector expertise. As an applied discipline sport management has a unique opportunity to drive change 

to ensure the safety of women in sport by drawing upon the extensive body of feminist research and 

promoting a gendered lens.   
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