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Abstract  

 
The frequent use of homophobic language in sport settings is a serious child safety 

problem due to the harm that it causes to all young people, but particularly those who identify 

as gay or bisexual. As this thesis explains, this behaviour is associated with a range of 

negative health and social outcomes, including youth suicide, gender-based violence, and 

sexual abuse. This thesis responded to the urgent need for research on interventions which 

could be used to reduce the frequency of this behaviour. The project also had an applied 

focus because it emerged from public commitments in 2014 by Australian sport governing 

bodies to “eradicate” homophobia in sport. This manuscript contains five papers, including 

the first randomised controlled trial of an intervention designed to reduce homophobic 

language use by male athletes.  

The first paper is a narrative review which assessed the current state of quantitative 

evidence on homophobic behaviours in sport and sought to understand why the sport sector 

has made little progress in addressing this problem. A key factor was found to be denial of 

the pervasiveness of this behaviour, which was addressed by the second paper.  

The second paper is the first large-scale, quantitative study to investigate the 

frequency of homophobic victimisation that lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth experience in 

sport. The study analysed survey responses from young people (N = 1173; 15-21 years) in six 

countries. It found nearly half of participants (46.1%) had experienced homophobic 

behaviours in sport (e.g., slurs, bullying, assaults). Males who came out as gay/bisexual to 

their teammates/coaches were significantly more likely than those who remained in the closet 

to report being the target of these behaviours (64.5% vs. 47.6%).  

The third paper sought to better understand the factors which drive the use of 

homophobic language by male athletes. Current interventions are based on the assumption 

that this behaviour is driven by individual homophobic attitudes, whereas a vast body of 



qualitative and observational research has concluded that this behaviour is normative and 

often thoughtless. This study responded to the need for quantitative research to better 

understand the role of attitudes and norms by analysing survey data collected from teenage 

male rugby union players (n = 97; ages 16 -18) and adolescent and adult ice hockey players 

(n = 146; ages 16 - 31). The study found no relationship between the homophobic attitudes of 

athletes and their frequent use of homophobic slurs (e.g. fag). In contrast, norm measures had 

a strong, positive relationship and uniquely accounted for almost one-half of the variance in 

this behaviour. These findings suggest that current interventions need to be refocused away 

from changing attitudes toward changing norms. 

 The fourth paper is a narrative review of research on the impact of homophobic 

behaviour in sport. It also critically examined the current intervention approaches used to stop 

this behaviour. It proposes new theories and methodologies which could be used to improve 

intervention approaches and provides a novel psychosocial model which can be used during 

intervention design to understand the social processes underpinning homophobic language.  

 The fifth paper describes the development of a 30-minute, discussion-based social-

cognitive educational intervention that was then delivered to young male rugby players (N = 

167; ages 16 - 20 years) by professional rugby union players. The paper reports the results of 

a cluster-randomised controlled trial used to evaluate the intervention. The study found no 

significant effects from the intervention on the homophobic language used by athletes nor did 

the intervention have an effect on the norms associated with this behaviour. The final chapter 

examined potential factors which might explain the results of the intervention study, 

including homophobic language used by coaches, the lack of oversight of volunteers who 

deliver sport to children, and repeated failures by the Australian Government to ensure the 

sport industry complies with human rights and child protection laws in sport settings. 

Recommendations to address these factors and inform future intervention work are provided. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction  
 

Research conducted in Europe, the United States, and Australia over the last half-century has 

consistently documented homophobic language (e.g. fag) being frequently used in male sport 

environments by athletes, coaches, and physical education (PE) teachers (Brackenridge et al., 

2008; Greenspan, Griffith, & Watson, 2019). In Australia, evidence of this problem comes 

from over 30 academic studies and four government inquiries (see Chapter 3 for a full list).  

 The first Australian Government funded evidence was published in 1982 by Connell 

and colleagues; they have since published hundreds of articles and books on this topic 

(Connell, 1982, 1995, 1996; Kessler et al., 1985). Their original pioneering work was based 

on detailed observational, ethnographic, and interview data collected from students, parents, 

teachers, and coaches in 12 Australian schools (Connell, 1982). They observed boys learning 

to use homophobic language from their coaches and peers, typically during social interactions 

before or after games/training sessions, and then observed boys adopting this behaviour to 

conform to what the researchers identified to be a form of masculinity that is dominant and 

held in high esteem in male sport settings. This data formed the basis of Hegemonic 

Masculinity Theory. This widely cited theory (50,000+ times) has influenced ideas about 

gender and masculinity across multiple disciplines (e.g. medicine, sociology, psychology, 

sport management, public health, education) and has been the primary framework used to 

study homophobic behaviours in sport (Steinfeldt et al., 2016).  

 The theory posits that sport has long been used (intentionally and unintentionally) to 

teach boys a form of “hegemonic” (i.e. idealised) masculinity that is based on being 

heterosexual, dominant, strong, athletic, competitive, aggressive, and unemotional (Connell, 

1995).  

 



It further posits that boys and men demonstrate their conformity to this masculinity in sport 

settings through their verbal rejection and denigration (i.e. homophobic and sexist language) 

of anything deemed to be feminine, including women, gay men, and men who can’t play 

sport (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005).  

 Connell et al.’s conclusion, that homophobic language is largely normative, has been 

generally supported by subsequent qualitative and observational research which suggests 

male athletes rarely use homophobic language with the explicit intent to express hate or 

antipathy toward or about gay people (Magrath et al., 2015; McCann et al., 2010). For 

example, Australian medical researchers conducted ‘life-history’ interviews and found boys 

started hearing this language being used as early as six-years-old by their coaches, teachers, 

and peers and they felt conformity pressures to adopt this behaviour (McCann et al., 2010; 

Plummer, 2006). However, the links between this behaviour and a specific form of 

masculinity have been difficult to establish with statistical research, whereas research with 

teenage American football players found associations between homophobic bullying at 

school and descriptive norms (i.e. what happens) and injunctive norms (i.e. what is expected). 

In this American study, the perceived endorsement of homophobic bullying by a coach or 

another respected older male was the strongest predictor that football players would engage 

in these homophobic behaviours (Steinfeldt et al., 2012).  

 The need for interventions to stop homophobic language use in sport has been 

repeatedly identified by the International Olympic Committee (IOC) which has found this 

behaviour causes serious harm to children, regardless of sexuality (Ljungqvist et al., 2007; 

Mountjoy et al., 2016; Reardon et al., 2019). As would be expected, this language is 

particularly harmful to gay and bisexual youth, who are at high risk (relative to others) of 

experiencing all forms of abuse in sport (sexual, physical, psychological) due to the 

stigmatisation of their identities underpinned by the constant use of homophobic language 



(Ljungqvist et al., 2007; Mountjoy et al., 2016; Reardon et al., 2019). Indeed, multiple 

statistical studies funded by the Australian Government since 1998 (Hill et al., 2021; Hillier 

et al., 1998, 2005, 2010) and funded by others (Parent et al., 2020; Symons et al., 2014) have 

found boys who experience homophobic victimisation (regardless of sexuality) are at 

increased risk of suicide, self-harm, and depression. In addition, the frequent use of this 

language in school and community sport settings deters many gay and bisexual boys from 

participation, with population research finding they play sports at half the rate of their peers 

(Doull et al., 2018). Finally, if children continue to play sport, but hide their sexuality, they 

will still be at increased risk of suicide and self-harm from the constant exposure to 

homophobic language (Russell & Fish, 2016).  

 Across all sport environments, homophobic language appears to be particularly 

common in school or sport club changing rooms, before or after classes and games, due to the 

lack of adult supervision (Greenspan, Griffith, & Watson, 2019; Storr, Robinson, et al., 

2020). In this setting, homophobic language is often used in tandem with other behaviours, 

including physical and sexual assaults (e.g. boys pretending to rape another boy, boys 

penetrating other boys with hockey sticks) (Greenspan, Griffith, Hayes, et al., 2019; McCann 

et al., 2010). This points to the well-established links between homophobic language and 

sexual violence, including child sexual abuse (Royal Commission into Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017). These links are illustrated by evidence in a class-

action lawsuit by ice hockey players seeking compensation from hockey leagues and 

governing bodies in North America. They claim homophobic language was used constantly 

in tandem with violent and sexualised assaults and hazing rituals that their coaches laughed 

off as ‘boys being boys’ (Koskie Minsky LLP, 2020).  

 



 The relationships with sexual abuse further emerges from homophobic behaviour 

creating an environment in which heterosexuality is strongly established as the norm (often 

referred to as heteronormative) while homosexuality is stigmatised and equated with 

weakness, failure, and deviance (Chang et al., 2020; Mountjoy et al., 2016; Royal 

Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017). Government 

investigations in Australia and Europe have found victims of sexual abuse may fear that they 

will be stigmatised as gay and rejected by others if their abuse is reported and may fear that 

others would think they are weak and perhaps deserving of the abuse (Mergaert et al., 2016; 

Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017). The recent 

Independent Review of Sexual Abuse in Scottish Football (2021, p. 46) concluded that the 

use of homophobic language in male sport “contributes to silencing men and boys” not only 

in relation to sexual abuse but “any experience or personal issue that the young man believes 

will be construed as ‘weak’ or not meeting the ‘norms’ of masculinity often so forcefully 

imposed by those engaged in sport.” These findings are consistent with those of the American 

Medical Society for Sport Medicine (AMSSM). In a recent position statement on mental and 

physical health issues in sport it raised concerns about homophobic language being used to 

enforce conformity to the masculine norms associated with violence, alcohol and drug abuse, 

on-field risky behaviour, cheating, and the avoidance of medical help (Chang et al., 2020).  

 Finally, the gendered nature of homophobic language helps to explain the strong 

predictive relationship between boys using this behaviour and sexual and physical violence 

against women. Longitudinal research found boys who use homophobic language in early 

adolescence are at six-times higher-odds of self-reporting that they had raped or sexually 

assaulted a girl in high-school (Brush & Miller, 2019; Dworkin & Barker, 2019; Espelage et 

al., 2018).  



Brush and Miller (2019) suggested that failures to consider homophobic language may help 

to explain the disappointing results of gender-based violence prevention programs. They 

wrote: 

To gloss over how adolescents use homophobic teasing and “fag discourse” to police 

masculinity is to miss an important opportunity to expand the (gender-based violence) 

prevention paradigm. Homophobic teasing is a particular form of gender-based 

victimization and sexual harassment that merits attention as an important precursor to 

dating and sexual violence perpetration against women and girls (p. 1646) 

 

Government and sport industry response to evidence of harm  
 

The Australian Government and the international sport industry, including the IOC, 

have jointing accepted that homophobic language is common and harmful to children. This is 

best illustrated by a 2007 IOC scientific consensus statement which was co-authored by a 

senior Australian Government sport official (Ljungqvist et al., 2007). Consistent with the 

conclusions of Brush and Miller (above), the IOC defined homophobic behaviours in 2007 as 

a form of “sexual harassment and abuse,” which occurs “in all sports and at all levels,” and 

victimisation can: 

 

Seriously and negatively impact on athletes’ physical and psychological health. It can 

result in impaired performance and lead to athlete drop-out. Clinical data indicate that 

psychosomatic illnesses, anxiety, depression, substance abuse, self-harm and suicide 

are some of the serious health consequences. Passive attitudes/non-intervention, 

denial and/or silence by people in positions of power in sport (particularly bystanders) 

increases the psychological harm of sexual harassment and abuse (p. 5).  



The information above has been shared widely by the IOC and Australian 

Government, yet there remains little awareness, or perhaps little acceptance, of this evidence 

by coaches and PE teachers. Indeed, the broader Australian sport industry has largely ignored 

its legal obligations stop homophobic behaviours in sport settings (see Chapter 3). The term 

“sport industry” refers to sport leaders (e.g. CEOs) and administrators (e.g. coaching or 

referee manager) at international, national, and state/provincial sport governing who manage 

and oversee the delivery of their sports in schools and communities (e.g. Rugby Australia, 

Football New South Wales, FIFA). Sport industry also refers to coaches and PE teachers and 

the people who manage sports leagues, clubs, and teams. The term “government” refers to 

politicians and the officials they make legally responsible for funding and delivering sport in 

the community (e.g. Australian Sports Commission), the officials responsible for monitoring 

legal compliance (e.g. Sport Integrity Australia), and the officials who are responsible for 

ensuring human rights and children are protected in sport (e.g. Australian Human Rights 

Commission).   

In most countries, including Australia, the sport industry is largely allowed to self-

regulate (Oliver & Lusted, 2015). In part this is because governments generally view the 

industry to be a unique, positive, and socially beneficial institution (David, 2020; Oliver & 

Lusted, 2015). The other reason is practical: behaviours need to be allowed in sport settings 

which would be illegal in any other setting, such as physical violence or the exclusion of 

women (Oliver & Lusted, 2015). Despite the hands-off approach, the federal government still 

has international legally binding obligations to ensure human rights are protected in sport 

environments and that children (those under 18) are safe and not being harmed (David, 2020). 

These obligations are through the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and through the 

1990 ratification of the International Convention of the Rights of the Child (CRC) (David, 

2020).  



According to the Australia Human Rights Commission (2004), which is the agency 

with legislative responsibility to ensure compliance in Australia with the two international 

conventions above (see Figure 1), the ratification of the CRC by Australia created legal 

obligations on all “public or private social welfare institutions” (e.g. sport clubs and schools 

which receive public money) to ensure children have protection from all forms of physical or 

mental violence (article 19), have access to the highest attainable standard of physical and 

mental health (article 24), and have access to safe recreation and play opportunities and 

environments (article 31). The CRC underpins child protection laws in Australia. In most 

states it is mandatory for adults who interact with children (e.g. teachers, physios, doctors) or 

adults responsible for those who care for children (e.g. school principals, government 

officials, sport administrators) to report evidence of harm to state or national child protection 

authorities (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017). If 

this harm occurs to children under the direct (i.e. coach, teacher) or indirect (i.e. club 

manager, school principal) care of an adult, and this adult does not take action, than this adult 

and their organisation can be held legally culpable for any negative outcomes, such as youth 

suicide, physical injury, or psychological injury (Royal Commission into Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017).    

The legal risks created by the sport industry’s failures to stop harm to children are 

illustrated by the recently created National Redress Scheme involving the Australian Football 

League (AFL), Cricket Australia, as well as state sport governing bodies, local sport clubs, 

schools, and individual sport teams (Scheme, 2022). The Scheme was recently created by the 

Australian Government following the Royal Commission into child sexual abuse (see above), 

to hold these sport institutions and others “accountable” for failing to prevent children from 

being harmed in sport environments, to provide support to victims, and to oversee 

compensation claims (Scheme, 2022).  



Figure 1. Regulatory oversight structure of sport in Australia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The origins of this PhD project  
 

This Australian Government funded PhD project emerged from a regulatory action by 

the Government in 2014 for repeated failures by the sport industry to comply with human 

rights and child protection laws. The events that led up to this action are explained below 

because they provide the context needed to understand the objectives of this project.  

The Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) has the primary legal 

responsibility for ensuring that homophobic behaviours are not occurring in both adult and 

children’s sport environments. It has a range (or spectrum) of regulatory actions (tools) which 

it can take if it receives evidence that the sport industry is not stopping this behaviour or that 

children (and adults) are being harmed. On the lower end of the range are supportive actions 

(carrots) such as providing financial or direct staff support to the sport industry to help it 

comply with the law (Freiberg, 2010). On the other end of this range are punitive actions 

(sticks), which generally start with legal warnings, enforceable undertakings and then 

increase in severity to fines, criminal prosecution, or the withholding of government funding 

(Freiberg, 2010). Punitive tools are typically used in response to repeated non-compliance 

and/or evidence of harm (Freiberg, 2010). The general public prefers supportive regulatory 

actions, but only when legal violations are minor, unintentional, easily mitigatable, and there 

is no evidence of harm (Freiberg, 2010; Short, 2019).  

In theory, regulatory agencies are required to take immediate action if evidence is 

provided to them of non-compliance or harm. In practice, Short (2019, p. 9) found a “broad 

consensus” that regulatory agencies typically only take action when there is reputational risk 

to them or their political masters (particularly against an entire industry, which could be 

controversial).  

 



This might help explain why the Australian Government has repeatedly chosen to take 

supportive and ineffective regulatory actions (see Table 1), even in response to a child nearly 

dying from suicide after he was the victim of preventable homophobic language at a national 

volleyball tournament (McCloughan et al., 2015).  

Prior to this incident, the Australian Government, IOC, and multiple academic papers 

had repeatedly alerted Volleyball Australia (current name) and its state governing bodies to 

evidence that homophobic language is common in sport and that it is a key risk factor for 

youth suicide (Australian Sports Commission, 2000; Independent Sport Panel, 2009; 

Ljungqvist et al., 2007). Despite these prior warnings, the Government still chose to take a 

supportive action in response to the near-death of a child. Following the incident, two 

government sport agency officials and an academic provided intensive support to volleyball 

leaders, at no charge. They helped them develop a comprehensive training program for their 

athletes (including multiple versions for different age groups) and a program for coaches 

(Mattey et al., 2014; McCloughan et al., 2015). It is noteworthy that the coach program was 

only delivered once (during the pilot) and the athlete program was delivered just a few times, 

but only in Queensland (S. Hanrahan, personal communication, June 6, 2020).  

 

 

 

  



Table 1. Timeline of Australian Government regulatory actions 

Note. Outcomes of each action are provided in the final chapter  

Date Type Description  
1999 Capability 

support  
The Government was the major sponsor of the world’s first international conference 
focused on human rights issues in sport ahead of the 2000 Sydney Olympics. 
Numerous speakers outlined the legal obligations, of the sport leaders in 
attendance, to stop day-to-day discriminatory behaviours, including homophobic. In 
a keynote address by Australia’s Governor General said “harsh punitive action” for 
violations “is, in the long term, likely to be most effective” way to ensure legal 
compliance (Taylor, 1999).  

2000 Punitive: 
Compliance 
direction 

The Government sent the sport industry a detailed document which outlined the 
evidence of the industry’s non-compliance with human rights laws by allowing 
homophobic behaviours to continue. The industry was warned of legal 
consequences. The document provided examples of behaviours which are illegal and 
must be stopped, including day-to-day normative homophobic jokes and banter. The 
Government provided a list of actions which it expected the industry to undertake to 
ensure compliance with human rights laws (Australian Sports Commission, 2000). 

2001 Capability 
support 

The Government financially supported Play by the Rules, an online hub of resources 
and short-courses created to help coaches, PE teachers, and sport leaders comply 
with the basic requirements of human rights and children protection laws. Some 
materials focus on promoting LGBTQ+ inclusive sport settings, including the need to 
stop homophobic language.  

2010 Capability 
support 

After a national inquiry found homophobic behaviours remained common in sport, 
and were harming children, the Government provided $200,000 (adjusted for 
inflation) to academics and asked them to work with officials from national and state 
human rights agencies. Together the academics and government officials provided 
intensive support over 16-months to the sport industry. The objective was to find 
scalable interventions that could be used to increase “awareness” of sexuality issues 
and “promote safe and inclusive environments.” The academics and officials 
provided this support to one sport, field hockey. This sport was chosen because of 
prior engagement in LGBTQ+ issues (Fletcher, 2013). 

2014 Capability 
support  

Following the near suicide death of a child who had been the victim of homophobic 
bullying at a volleyball tournament, Australian and state government officials, and an 
academic, provided intensive support to volleyball’s governing body in Queensland. 
They helped develop athlete and coach training programs designed to stop 
homophobic behaviours (Mattey et al., 2014). 

2014 Punitive: 
Enforceable 
undertaking 

In response to strong evidence of continued harm to children, and non-compliance 
with human rights and child protection laws, lawyers from LGBTQ+ and human rights 
organisations began working with the AHRC, other Australian Government agencies, 
and the five largest sport governing bodies, to co-develop the Anti-Homophobia and 
Inclusion Framework.  
 
The leaders of the five sports were then asked to appear on national television 
together and they jointly signed a commitment to “eradicate” homophobia and 
adopt all elements of the Framework. They committed their organisations to 
develop and implement a broad range of interventions, including fit-for-purpose 
policies, education programs for coaches and athletes, monitoring and reporting 
systems to detect non-compliance, and effective sanctions for violations. 

 

 

 

 



2014 Monitoring As part of the action taken above (Anti-Homophobia Framework), the Australian 
Government provided funding to support the first large-scale international study on 
homophobic behaviours in sport. The Out on the Fields study collected quantitative 
data from Australia and five other countries.  
 
The Australian data was compared to other countries (no difference found). The 
Government said it would use the data as a baseline and would conduct the study 
again in 2019 (this was not done). The study provided strong, statistical evidence 
that illegal homophobic behaviours are common in all sport settings and they are 
harmful to children. This research is explained in greater detail in Chapters 3 & 4.  

2016 Voluntary 
performance 
indicators  
 
Capability 
support 
 

After evidence began to emerge that the five sport leaders had not fulfilled the 
commitments made in 2014, LGBTQ+ community leaders, lawyers, and the media 
began applying pressure on the Australian Government to take action. The LGBTQ+ 
leaders worked with Government agencies to co-create two new regulatory tools:  
 
1. Pride in Sport Index (performance indicator) is an annual benchmarking and 
performance indicator tool which sports can volunteer to use to objectively track 
their progress in complying with human rights and child protection laws. The Index 
is open to all sports. The results are not individually reported;  
 
2. Pride in Sport (capability support) is an industry organisation with many of the 
same functions as Play by the Rules (above). It is run out of the largest LGBTQ+ 
health organisation and has a specific focus on helping Australian sports to become 
LGBTQ+ inclusive and stop homophobic behaviours.  

2020 Voluntary 
standards 

A new Government agency called “Sport Integrity Australia” was created to 
primarily focus on preventing doping and match fixing, however, it has some 
responsibility for discriminatory behaviours (though its exact role remains unclear). 
It has asked sport governing bodies to sign a new, voluntary National Integrity 
Framework. One section of the framework documents mentions the legal 
obligations to prevent “vilification” (overt and deliberate hate speech) on the 
grounds of sexuality, however, the section on preventing day-to-day normative 
language focuses only on racist behaviours.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



First punitive regulatory action in response to advocacy by LGBTQ+ leaders  
 

The Australian Government has taken just two punitive regulatory actions in response 

to strong evidence of illegal homophobic behaviours and children being harmed. The actions 

occurred 14-years apart (2000 and 2014) and appeared to be in responses to reputational 

threats created by advocacy campaigns connected to international sporting events, including 

the 2000 Olympics and 2002 Gay Games. Another factor appears to be advocacy by 

Australia’s Governor General. In a speech delivered to the world’s first international 

conference on human rights in sport, funded by the Australian Government ahead of the 2000 

Sydney Olympics, the then-Head of State (a retired High Court Justice) outlined Australia’s 

need to fulfil its international legal obligations to stop discriminatory behaviours in sport and 

said that “harsh punitive action” for violations “is, in the long term, likely to be most 

effective” way to ensure compliance (Taylor, 1999, p. 16).  

The Government’s first punitive action occurred shortly after this conference and just 

a few months before the international media arrived for the 2000 Sydney Olympics. Around 

this time, there was strong international public and media “fascination” in the discrimination 

experienced by gay athletes in sport following the suicide death of Justin Fashanu in 1998 

(Hughson & Free, 2011, p. 117). The world’s first openly gay international soccer player 

experienced relentless homophobic abuse after coming out. After his death, media criticised 

the English Football Association and the British Government for failing to protect gay 

athletes (Hughson & Free, 2011; Sloop & West, 2016). In Australia, public and media 

interest was strong because, after Fashanu’s death, rugby league star Ian Roberts became the 

only remaining openly gay professional athlete in the world. Since coming out a few years 

earlier he had become a strong advocate for action on homophobic behaviour in sport and co-

published a book containing evidence that children are being harmed (letters sent to him by 

children and parents (Freeman, 1997).  



Roberts requests to the sport industry and government to protect gay children were 

continually rebuffed (Walton, 1998). His passion for the topic, evidence of harm to children, 

and strong and sympathetic interest from the media created a substantial reputational risk for 

the Australian Government ahead of both the 2000 Sydney Olympics and the 2002 Sydney 

Gay Games (Hutchins & Mikosza, 1998). 

A few months before the Olympics, the Australian Government released a legal 

warning (compliance direction) to the sport industry (Green, 2002). The 24-page document 

(see https://bit.ly/3kGPjn0) was titled “Harassment-free Sport: Guidelines to address 

homophobia and sexuality discrimination in sport” (Australian Sports Commission, 2000). It 

is unclear why the Government chose to call the document “guidelines” given the content 

was consistent with a compliance direction (Australian Children’s Education & Care Quality 

Authority, 2020). The Government provided sport leaders with a clear definition of their legal 

obligations to stop homophobic behaviours and specific examples of “homophobia” that 

included casual language such as “queer jokes and put downs” including “you’re playing like 

a faggot” (p. 8) or a comment by athletes such as “gay men are ‘sissies’ and can’t play sport 

(p. 6).” It is important to highlight that the examples provided were of normative, day-to-day 

language used in sport, not language which has been intentionally used to express hate or 

vilify gay people (which is often a focus and limitation of anti-discrimination policies). The 

Government went on to warn sport leaders of legal consequences if they did not stop this 

behaviour. For example, the second page of the document says “some people in sporting 

organisations are still ignoring homophobia and sexuality discrimination” and then explained 

that this:  

 

 



 Violates their (the LGBTQ+ community’s) right to be treated with respect, dignity 

and fairness … Because sexuality discrimination is also against the law, those who 

allow such discrimination to occur can be vulnerable to legal claims from those 

who’ve been hurt as a result. This can mean unexpected costs, tarnished reputations 

and bad publicity for those concerned (p. 2)  

 

The Australian Government said the sport industry “must” comply with the law and 

provided a series of steps for the industry to follow to develop multi-faceted preventative 

intervention strategy across four pillars (p. 10). The pillars included developing and enforcing 

effective policies designed to stop both overt and intentional discriminatory behaviours 

(vilification, hate) as well as normative, day-to-day homophobic language which are 

regularly used by athletes.  

A year after the Government issued the compliance direction, evidence began to 

emerge that the sport industry was ignoring the detailed document. One of the first pieces of 

evidence was provided by Watts (2002) who contacted the AFL (governing body), all 

Australian Football League (AFL) clubs, and the AFL players and referee associations. He 

found the AFL and clubs were aware of the legal warning, and legal obligations, but found 

they had no intention to comply with the law. For example, he reported that one executive 

from the AFL Players Association, which is responsible for player welfare, said (p. 18): “as 

far as I am aware they (the warnings) haven't been discussed here at any level.” Watts 

concluded that the AFL and its clubs had made the intentional decision to ignore their legal 

obligations to stop homophobic behaviours which were (p. 18): “a significant and well-

documented factor in the tragically high youth suicide rate in Australia.”  

 

 



A major newspaper arrived at a similar conclusion that the AFL was “turning a blind eye” to 

homophobia and quoted an AFL spokesperson as saying homophobia is “just not an issue” 

that needs to be addressed unless a player decides to come out as gay (Green, 2002, p. 16). It 

is noteworthy that the AFL remains the only major professional male team sport in the world 

to never have had a male player come out as gay or bisexual.  

The Australian Government choose to use a variety of ineffective supportive 

regulatory actions between 2000 – 2014 in response to consistent evidence that children were 

being harmed by homophobic behaviours in sport. As detailed in Chapter 3, much of this 

evidence came from research which the Government had funded. These regulatory actions 

typically involved providing money and/or intensive support to the industry to help it comply 

with the law. One of the most important of these actions is summarised below because it 

strongly informed the approach taken for this thesis. 

 

Key supportive regulatory action: Fair Go, Sport!  
 

 The Australian Government provided approximately $200,000 in funding to academic 

researchers in 2010 and asked them to work closely with officials from federal and state 

human rights and sport agencies. Together they provided the sport industry with intensive 

support over 16-months to help it develop effective interventions which could be adapted 

across all sports and used to: “increase awareness of sexual and gender diversity” and 

“promote safe and inclusive environments” (Fletcher, 2013, p. 10). The academics and 

officials decided to work with one sport, rather than all sports, to achieve this objective. They 

chose field hockey, a predominantly women’s sport in Australia, because hockey’s national 

and state governing body leaders had expressed a strong interest in the project and they had 

previously supported LGBTQ+ initiatives.  



 The academics and government officials worked closely with hockey governing body 

leaders and four large hockey clubs in Victoria. They supported the sport to develop various 

interventions, including new policies, poster campaigns, and visits to clubs from LGBTQ+ 

speakers. Consistent with research conducted since the mid-80’s, the academics found 

homophobic language was used regularly by athletes (children and adults) and coaches in 

hockey as part of their “ongoing, insidious policing of gender and sexuality norms” and 

concluded that this behaviour is harmful to everyone in sport (Fletcher, 2013, p. 52).   

 The end-of-project evaluation reported disappointing results. It found evidence of 

increased “awareness” of sexuality issues in hockey, but no evidence of changes to 

homophobic behaviours. Indeed, leaders from both Hockey Australia and Hockey Victoria 

(current names) were quoted as acknowledging that they knew homophobic behaviours are 

harmful but that they were unable to find a way to stop this behaviour. They described key 

barriers to firm action as being uncertainty around how to change this behaviour and fear of a 

backlash from players, coaches, and parents. This fear was substantiated by evidence of 

resistance by some leaders at community hockey clubs who viewed action on homophobic 

behaviours as optional and a distraction from their core business of winning games. 

Resistance from the volunteers who coach or deliver sport is highly problematic for sport 

governing bodies because they heavily rely on these volunteers to deliver their sport. Overall, 

the evaluation by Fletcher et al (2013) concluded that stopping homophobic behaviours in 

sport would require: 

1. Far longer than 16 months; 

2. A large and long-term financial investment from the Government; 

3. Multiple different types of interventions used in tandem, over time, which effectively 

target the multiple factors supporting this deeply entrenched normative behaviour.  

 



Second punitive regulatory action in response to advocacy by LGBTQ+ leaders   
 

Soon after the Fair Go, Sport! evaluation was released, a group of LGBTQ+ athletes 

(primarily gay rugby players) launched a multifaceted advocacy campaign tied to an 

international sport event called the 2014 Sydney Bingham Cup (Parry et al., 2021; Robertson 

et al., 2019). The Bingham Cup (the ‘world cup’ of gay and inclusive rugby) is the largest 

amateur rugby tournament in the world and attracts thousands of gay athletes and supporters.  

The advocacy campaign was led by LGBTQ+ leaders (e.g. Andrew Purchas OAM, a 

long-time vice president of the largest AIDS charity) and supported by solicitors and 

barristers (litigators) from the largest human rights and LGBTQ+ advocacy organisations 

(Scattergood, 2015). Other support came from high-profile LGBTQ+ and heterosexual 

professional athletes including captains of three national teams: Alex Blackwell (cricket), 

David Pocock and John Eales (rugby union), and Greg Inglis (rugby league). Other athletes 

included Nathan Lyons (national cricket team), Sarah Walsh (national soccer team), and 

Mike Pyke (international AFL player). Importantly, the campaign received bi-partisan 

political support from (then) Prime Ministers Julia Gillard (Labor) and Malcolm Turnbull 

(Liberal) and from Anthony Albanese, who is the current Prime Minister (AAP, 2014; ABC 

News, 2014). More broadly, the campaign received funding from Australia’s largest bank, 

phone, and construction companies (major sponsors of sport) and strong support from  

national and international media outlets including Reuters and ESPN (Scattergood, 2015).  

 

 

 

 

 



Anti-Homophobic and Inclusion Framework for Australian Sport 

 

The lawyers from the LGBTQ+ and human rights organisations began working with 

the Australian Human Rights Commission and other federal agencies (e.g. Sports 

Commission), and then with the five largest Australian sport governing bodies. They co-

developed a 32-page document titled the “Anti-homophobia and Inclusion Framework for 

Australian Sport” (Framework) (Robertson et al., 2019; Scattergood, 2015; Shaw & 

Cunningham, 2021). The national sport governing bodies involved oversee a large proportion 

of sport delivered in schools and communities (Rugby Australia, National Rugby League, 

Football Australia, Cricket Australia, and the Australian Football League).  

After developing the Framework, the leaders of the five sports were then asked to 

appear together on national television. They jointly signed a commitment, on behalf of their 

organisations, to become “world leaders” and they committed their organisations to eliminate 

and “eradicate” homophobia from their respective sports (see Figure 2 below). They pledged 

to develop an implementation plan within five months for a variety of interventions across six 

pillars. These pillars included the development of effective and fit-for-purpose policies, 

training programs for people at all levels of their sport, monitoring of compliance at all 

levels, reporting systems which specifically track homophobic behaviours, and sanctioning of 

those within their sport who do not comply with the law (full document can be found here: 

https://bit.ly/3kGPjn0). It is noteworthy that the actions which the leaders committed to take 

in 2014 were largely the same as the ones the Government asked them to take in 2000 (see 

Table 2 below).  

 

 



The signed commitment by the sport leaders is difficult to define, but it could be 

considered a low-level punitive regulatory action called an ‘enforceable undertaking.’ These 

are a unique and ‘constructive’ regulatory tool developed in Australia and used as an 

alternative to court action. Another benefit of this tool is that it can be co-developed with the 

legal representatives of a group that has been harmed, who could then seek compensation or 

redress through the courts for ongoing failures to prevent harm (Johnstone & King, 2008). 

Enforceable undertaking are considered appropriate in response to evidence of harm being 

caused to children only when an organisation is willing to accept that it has not complied with 

the law, commit to taking a series of agreed steps to correct the non-compliance, and leaders 

are willing to sign a personal commitment to ensure future compliance (Australian Children’s 

Education and Care Quality Authority, 2020). All of the above elements were included in the 

Framework.  

The five sport leaders accepted that illegal homophobic behaviours remained common 

in their sports, they committed to “specific actions that the Sport Peak Body will take to 

tackle homophobia, including harassment, bullying and discrimination on the basis of sexual 

orientation,” (p. 12), and signed a personal commitment to ensure future compliance. 

 



Figure 2. Anti-Homophobia and Inclusion Framework for Australian Sport 

 

 

Connection between the Framework and this PhD thesis  
 

This PhD project emerged from the joint commitment by the sport leaders. It sought 

to generate evidence that they could use to fulfil their pledge to implement “all aspects” of 

the Framework (see above). This included a pledge to develop and implement educational 

programs (interventions) for athletes.  

Prior to this project, governments and academics had consistently recommended the 

use of educational interventions to change homophobic behaviours, yet, there was no research 

supporting this recommendation or research on the types of education needed to change 

homophobic behaviours. This PhD project, funded by an Australian Government scholarship, 

and over $60,000 in donations from the LGBTQ+ community (which was optimistic the 

commitment by sport leaders was a turning point), sought to address the industry’s need for 



evidence-based education programs. More broadly, the project responded to the need for 

academic research into the types of education that could be used to influence homophobic 

language in sport. The objective was to evaluate the current interventions being used in sport 

and determine which were the most effective. The findings could then be used by sport 

leaders to develop interventions to augment the other interventions which they had committed 

to implement, such as new policies designed to stop day-to-day normative language and new 

training programs for coaches. This multi-pronged approach was recommended by the 

evaluation of the Fair Go, Sport! project (described above). The Australian Human Right 

Commission told the sport organisations that compliance with the law (i.e. eliminating 

homophobia) would require implementing all parts of the Framework (italics added to 

highlight key points which will be discussed in the final chapter):  

 

The strength of the Framework lies in its integrated approach: it acknowledges that 

change happens from all angles. For example, sanctions for homophobic abuse can be 

effective only if reinforced by positive public support of the community and a 

dissemination of core ideals of diversity and inclusion to member clubs and players 

(Australian Human Rights Commission, 2015, p. 22). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter summary 
 

This project responded to the urgent need for effective interventions that can be used 

in children’s sport settings to stop the frequent use of homophobic language by athletes, 

coaches, and teachers. Both academics and government agencies have repeatedly 

recommended educational interventions should be used to change this behaviour, yet, no 

study had tested the benefits of this approach. This was the primary gap in the literature 

which this thesis sought to address.  



 Table 2. Similarities between 2000 and 2014 regulatory actions 

  Directions provided to industry - 2000 Framework commitments - 2014 
 
Policy 
development  
 
Stakeholder 
engagement   

 
Pillar 1: “Develop an antidiscrimination 
policy  
 
Each sporting organisation must comply with 
federal and state anti-discrimination 
legislation. The first step is to develop an 
anti-discrimination policy. 
 
Making everyone in the organisation or club 
aware of the policy will help to ensure that 
they know their legal obligations and their 
rights under the law …  
 
An anti-discrimination policy should be 
designed to 
 
 eliminate discrimination and 

harassment, and 
 ensure that everyone receives equal 

treatment, no matter what their sexual 
orientation. 

 
It should cover all aspects of the sport, 
including … (long list).  
 
If the policy is going to be effective, it must 
be developed in consultation with key 
stakeholders: board members, 
players, coaches, administrators, 
officials, volunteers,  
families,  
and gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender 
people associated with the club or team.  
 
Consultations can be conducted using 
discussion groups, interviews, 
questionnaires, briefing sessions or surveys. 
 
The anti-discrimination policy should be 
adopted and endorsed by the most senior 
levels of the sporting organisation.” 

 
“This Anti-homophobia & Inclusion 
Framework (Framework) sets out a 
structure for the development of 
Antihomophobia & Inclusion Policies 
(Policies) to be adopted (by each sport 
body). 
 
The aim of the Framework and Policies is 
to eradicate homophobia, including 
biphobia, from the five sports. This 
includes the eradication of 
discrimination, harassment, and bullying 
on the basis of sexual orientation. … 
 
(The policy) should identify those 
persons and organisations who are to be 
bound by the Policy. The section should 
identify relevant national, state and 
community teams, member unions, 
competitions and organisations, as well 
as any relevant teams or franchises. … 
 
(The policy) should define the type of 
discrimination the Policy is focused on 
and describe the type of environment 
the Policy aims to achieve that supports 
and encourages lesbian, gay and 
bisexual involvement. The feeling of 
being discriminated against, or of feeling 
excluded, is not always a reaction to an 
overt action or statement, but can be a 
reaction to a cultural environment that 
is inadvertently exclusionary, hostile or 
oppressive toward gay, lesbian or 
bisexual people. This should be defined. 
 
Pillar 4: Review and Responsibility 
The Sport Peak Body should establish an 
advisory or working group made up of 
Sport officials and members of the gay, 
lesbian and bisexual communities as well 
as representatives from human rights 
organisations and bodies, such as the 
Australian Human Rights Commission. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Implementation 
 
Training  
  

Pillar 2:  Apply the policy  
 
“Organisations can ensure that their anti-
discrimination policy is applied by doing the 
following: 
 
 encouraging the board and committees 

to take action about sexuality 
discrimination;  

 publicising their anti-discrimination and 
anti-harassment policies and guidelines; 
reviewing their codes of conduct so that 
they reflect the aims and values of the 
anti-discrimination and antiharassment 

 policies (for example, including a 
statement that people representing a 
sporting organisation must treat 
everyone with respect at all times, 
regardless of their sex or sexual 
orientation);  

 establishing clear procedures for 
handling disputes about harassment and 
discrimination issues; and keeping a 
record of complaints and allegations 
about sexuality issues to monitor and 
evaluate the organisation’s performance 
in this area. This may also be useful if 
legal action is taken. 

Pillar 1: Dissemination and training 
 
The Sport Peak Body should disseminate 
the Policy to those members and 
participants 
covered by the Policy and other relevant 
organisations or people and ensure the 
implementation of the Policy by those 
other parties. This may include 
addressing issues concerning gay, 
lesbian and bisexual discrimination and 
participation in training 
programs already offered to players, 
coaches, referees and other 
administrators. The promotion of anti-
homophobia and inclusionary messages 
developed as part of this Policy may be 
included as add-ons to existing training 
programs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sanctions  
 
Reporting 

Pillar 3: Implement a complaint mechanism 
 
“As stated in the previous section, sporting 
organisations are required to implement an 
effective and accessible internal complaints 
mechanism. The mechanism should balance 
fairly the rights of the complainant and the 
alleged harasser. It should also include 
options for informal and formal resolution of 
complaints. 
A good complaint procedure can: 
 convey the message that the 

organisation takes harassment seriously, 
 prevent escalation of a situation, ensure 

that complaints are dealt with 
consistently,  

 reduce the likelihood of the involvement 
of external agencies, which can be time 
consuming, costly and damaging to the 
public image of the organisation,  

 alert the organisation to the presence of 
unacceptable conduct and highlight the 
need for prevention strategies in 
particular areas, and 

 reduce the risk of the organisation being 
held liable for harassment under anti-
discrimination legislation.” 

G U 

Pillar 2: Sanctions and reporting 
 
The Sport Peak Body must develop 
appropriate sanctions for breach of the 
Policy, including identification of any 
relevant existing sanctions. If breaches 
of the Policy are to be punishable or are 
to be addressed in accordance with any 
existing member protection policies, 
codes of conduct, or like document, that 
document should be identified and the 
nature of the existing sanctions should 
be described. The Sport Peak Body is 
also encouraged to implement separate 
reporting of homophobic abuse or 
discrimination within the Sport. 
 
Pillar 3: Implementation by Sports’ 
Clubs, Unions and Members 
Each Member union or club must 
implement policies which are consistent 
with the Policy, such as prohibiting 
homophobic and abusive language 
within the clubs’ member protection 
policies, codes of conduct, or like 
documents.  
 



The Sport Peak Body should also be 
supportive of the ongoing promotion of 
the Policy and its implementation and 
the visibility of its aims and objectives 
within, and outside of, the Sport. 

Leadership 
 
Education  

Pillar 4: Raise awareness 
 
Anti-homophobia campaigns do not promote 
homosexuality. They aim to promote 
understanding and equity. Antidiscrimination 
policies send a clear, strong message that 
discrimination and harassment will not be 
tolerated.  
 
To raise awareness of these policies and 
foster support for them, sporting 
organisations may want to consider the 
following: 
 
 organising a panel of gay, lesbian, 

bisexual and/or transgender 
sportspeople to talk to athletes, 

 administrators, coaches, officials and 
parents about their backgrounds and 
experiences; 

 conducting a discussion group, 
preferably with a trained facilitator, 
within a sport, at team, club or state 
level about sexuality issues. It is 
important that people are encouraged 
to talk about their concerns and that 
these are addressed in a nonjudgmental 
environment; 

 conducting training sessions for staff, 
coaches and officials on sexuality issues, 
particularly discrimination (to find an 
appropriate trainer or facilitator in your 
state or territory, and 

 participating in the ‘Homophobia: what 
are you scared of?’ campaign. 

Pillar 5: Leadership 
 
As leadership concerning the aims and 
objectives of the Policy is important, the 
Sport Peak Body should be committed to 
visibility of the Policy outside of the 
Sport. The Sport Peak Body should be 
committed to gay, lesbian and bisexual 
inclusion through plans such as public 
relation campaigns, conferences, and 
partnerships with organisations and 
community groups involved in diversity 
promotion. This may also include the 
appointment of ambassadors for the 
Policy. 
 
Pillar 6: Partnerships 
 
The Sport Peak Body should indicate its 
willingness to work with gay, lesbian and 
bisexual community organisations to 
promote gay, lesbian and bisexual 
participation in all 
facets of the Sport. 
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Chapter 2 – Research objectives, aims, and methods  
 

The primary objective of this project was to identify educational interventions that are 

both effective in reducing the frequency of homophobic language and which can be 

effectively implemented in youth sport settings. These are distinct constructs. An intervention 

may effectively change a behaviour in a controlled setting (e.g. lab) but then prove to be 

difficult to implement in the real-world.  

Academic investigations (Hanson et al., 2014; Whitley et al., 2019) have found 

implementation problems are the key factor in why interventions delivered in sport settings 

often fail to change athlete behaviours (e.g. healthy eating, stretching routines before games). 

Youth sport is typically resource-poor, loosely organised, chaotic, and delivered by 

volunteers (e.g. math teacher, parent) with full-time jobs (Spaaij et al., 2018; Storr, Jeanes, et 

al., 2020). Common implementation problems have included interventions being impractical 

(e.g. all-day seminar), not scalable (e.g. only works in one type of sport or sport setting), or 

not sustainable (e.g. requires too much financial investment). Implementation was 

particularly important for this project in light of evidence that coaches considered efforts to 

stop homophobic behaviours to be unimportant and a distraction from their core focus on 

winning games (Fletcher, 2013). For these reasons, the initial project proposal focused on 

identifying promising existing educational interventions that were already being used in 

youth sport settings, which meant they were more likely to be accepted by end-users, 

scalable, and sustainable. 

Previous academic research (Chang et al., 2020; Hemphill & Symons, 2009) 

recommending the use of educational interventions suggested this approach could be used to 

change behaviour by filling knowledge gaps (e.g. I did not know it was harmful to use 

homophobic language) or through improving attitudes and changing stereotypes about gay 

people (e.g. I should be nice to gay people, gay people are not weak). However, prior to this 



thesis, no statistical research had been conducted to confirm that this behaviour is associated 

with knowledge gaps and individual attitudes or that shifting these factors could change this 

behaviour. Thus, before it was possible to identify potentially effective educational 

interventions, it was first necessary to statistically confirm the reason(s) athletes use 

homophobic language.  

 

Research objectives 
 

1. Identify the factors which support the frequent use of homophobic language in 

sport; 

2. Use this information to identify existing educational interventions are being 

used in sport settings which appear to target these factors; 

3. Measure the effectiveness of the most promising of these interventions; 

4. Proactively share the results with the sport industry to help it fulfil 

commitments to “eradicate” homophobic behaviours from sport.  

 

Research questions  

Building on the objectives above, the primary academic research questions were: 

 

1. What factors underpin homophobic language use (e.g., fag, poof) by adolescent 

male athletes?  

2. What types of educational intervention could be used to stop or reduce the 

frequency of this language in sport environments?  

 

 

 



Research approach  
 

A pragmatic research approach was used to answer the research questions above. A 

pragmatic approach is based on “a philosophy of knowledge construction that emphasises 

practical solutions to applied research questions” (Giacobbi et al., 2005, p. 18). Pragmatic 

research is less focused on the development of scholarly theory to “reveal underlying truths 

about the nature of reality” (Giacobbi et al., 2005, p. 21) and more focused on the 

identification of scholarly theories (potentially from a range of disciplines) that can be used to 

understand real-world problems and inform the creation and evaluation of “practical solutions 

to contemporary problems experienced by people and society” (Giacobbi et al., 2005, p. 21).  

This is not to suggest that pragmatic research is conducted only to solve “real world” 

problems. Indeed, conducting applied research is critical to the refinement or development of 

scholarly theory because it is a bridge between research and practice. Pragmatic and applied 

research creates the opportunity to test theories, identify ways which they could be improved, 

and/or identify the need for new theories (Lynham, 2002). Indeed, as will become clear in 

later chapters, this thesis has made major contributions to theoretical and scholarly 

understanding of the drivers of homophobic behaviours in male sport settings.  

 Pragmatic research methods are commonly used by social psychologists, the 

discipline in which this project sits, particularly those with an interest in the applied 

behavioural sciences (my desired area of specialisation). I drew heavily on psychological 

theory and research for this project and, consistent with pragmatic research approaches, drew 

on research and theory from other disciplines including sociology and sport management 

(French et al., 2012; Michie et al., 2014). Unlike clinical psychologists, who focus primarily 

on individual factors to explain behaviour (and psychological conditions), social 

psychologists focus more on understanding group-level factors and the way people perceive 

themselves, their place in social groups, and how this influences their behaviours, beliefs, 



attitudes, and social conditions (American Psychological Association, 2014). According to 

the American Psychological Association (2014): 

  

“Social psychologists are interested in all aspects of personality and social interaction, 

exploring the influence of interpersonal and group relationships on human behaviour. 

The way we perceive ourselves in relation to the rest of the world influences our 

behaviours and our beliefs. The opinions of others also affect our behaviour and how 

we view ourselves. Social psychologists are interested in all aspects of interpersonal 

relationships and the ways that psychology can improve those interactions (website).”  

 

Social psychologists with an interest in the applied behavioural sciences often oversee 

the development, implementation, and testing of interventions to change behaviours (Michie 

et al., 2014). This is done primarily through positivist methodologies including experimental 

studies and quantitative data analyses. An ‘intervention’ is a coordinated and planned set of 

activities or techniques introduced into a social setting to change the behaviour of individuals 

(Araújo-Soares et al., 2019). Interventions can take many forms, such as policies or sanctions 

and penalties of those engaging in certain behaviours. This project focused on educational 

interventions (e.g. training programs, social marketing campaigns).  

Finally, in social psychology, behaviours are considered to be driven by individual 

(e.g. traits, attitudes, knowledge), group (e.g. team), organisational (e.g. school, sport club), 

institutional (e.g. sport industry, sport type), and societal factors (e.g. laws, gender norms, 

societal norms) which need to be identified and, ideally, measured using quantitative methods 

(Araújo-Soares et al., 2019; Davis et al., 2015). An intervention is typically designed to 

create a statistically significant change to the factors that have been found to be most strongly 

associated with a behaviour. The effectiveness of an intervention is determined through 



measuring changes to the associated factor(s) as well as changes to the frequency or forms of 

a target behaviour (Michie et al., 2014). 

 

Research methods 
 

My initial PhD project proposal was to identify 2-3 promising interventions which 

were already being used in sport settings and then conduct randomised controlled trials 

(RCTs) to evaluate their effectiveness. A key educational objective was to learn how to 

conduct RCTs in real-world settings. However, the results of my initial literature review were 

unexpected. As outlined in the first chapter, there I found hundreds of published papers on 

homophobic language in sport, however, nearly all of this research had used qualitative and 

observational methods. Data generated using these research methodologies are useful to gain 

a detailed understanding of the potential factors that could be driving a target behaviour, but 

qualitative data cannot be used to establish statistical relationships. Thus, before I could begin 

to identify potential intervention approaches which could be worthy candidates for an RCT, I 

first needed to conduct basic, quantitative, scientific research to identify the factors most 

strongly associated with homophobic language use by male athletes.  

I chose a systematic methodology called “Six Steps for Quality Intervention 

Development” (Six Steps) to guide my research process (Wight et al., 2016). This “practical, 

logical, evidence-based” (p. 520) step-by-step methodology was developed to help 

researchers seeking to develop interventions to change behaviour and then evaluate their 

effectiveness, both in changing a behaviour, but also in terms of implementation: being 

sustainable and scalable in real-world settings.  

 

 



The Six Steps (displayed below) help researchers collect the evidence that is 

necessary to gain a full and complete understanding of a problem behaviour. The steps then 

guide researchers through the process of identifying intervention approaches which could be 

used to change a behaviour, and then the process of planning the implementing and the 

evaluation. Importantly, throughout the Six Steps guidance Wight and colleagues cautioned 

that changing behaviours is hard and it is rarely possible with just one intervention approach 

(e.g. education program). Consistent with the conclusions of Fletcher and colleagues (2014) 

and the Australian Government (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2015), Wight et al. 

concluded that changing behaviour typically requires multiple types of interventions (e.g. 

policies, laws, education, peer-influence) delivered at the same time. Different types of 

interventions are better at shifting specific types of factors and some factors exert a stronger 

influence on a behaviour than other factors. Thus, it is important to identify and catalogue all 

factors which drive a behaviour and how they interact before attempting to develop an 

intervention to change this behaviour.  

Wight and colleagues suggested using a diagram to organise these factors and to 

visually see how they may be related because “it is only by understanding what shapes and 

perpetuates the problem (the causal pathways) that one can identify possible ways to 

intervene” (p. 522). Six Steps recommends using a socioecological model to organise the 

factors associated with a behaviour. As shown in Figure 2, this model organises these factors 

into five different categories or levels: societal, institutional, group, inter-personal, and 

individual. Examples of factors at each level are provided in Figure 1. A completed model is 

provided in Chapter 6, which is provided to visually report the findings from my research for 

this thesis into the drivers of homophobic language in sport. This completed model was a 

major contribution of this project.  

 



Figure 3. Examples of sport-specific factors at different levels of a socioecological model 

 

 

Summary of Six Steps for Quality Intervention Development 
 

1. Define and understand the problem, including how it affects the population of 

concern, and the likely causes or contextual factors supporting the behaviour;  

2. Clarify which causal or contextual factors influencing the behaviour could be 

malleable and have greatest scope for change through an intervention;  

3. Identify how to bring about change to the behaviour: the theory of change/change 

mechanism; 

4. Identify how to deliver the change mechanisms; 

5. Test and refine on small scale; 

6. Collect sufficient evidence of effectiveness to justify large scale implementation and 

rigorous evaluation. 

 



The research conducted for this project, including the review papers and the four 

studies, generated the evidence that is required to satisfy the first five of the Six Steps 

methodology (see Figure 2). Completing the final step was beyond the scope of a PhD 

project. This step requires the generation of “sufficient” evidence to justify the large-scale 

implementation of an intervention. The role of each paper in this manuscript, relative to the 

requirements of the Six Steps methodology, and also relative to the requirements of a 

traditional thesis, is described in the introduction sections before each paper. The introduction 

sections create bridges between the papers and tie them together to create the narrative and 

thematic structure of a traditional thesis.  

 

Table 3. Six Steps of intervention development and how they relate to thesis publications 

Method Steps  Study/Title  

 

1. Define and understand the problem  

2. Clarify which causal or contextual 
factors influencing the behaviour and 
which are malleable and have greatest 
scope for change  

 

 

Paper 1: Reviewing the evidence on LGBTQ+ discrimination and 
exclusion in sport 

 

Paper 2: The relationship between ‘coming out’ as lesbian, gay, or 
bisexual and experiences of homophobic behaviour in youth team 
sport 

Paper 3: Relationships between attitudes and norms with 
homophobic language use in male team sport 

 

 
3. Identify how to bring about change 
to the behaviour: the theory of 
change/change mechanism  
 
4. Identify how to deliver the change 
mechanisms 
 
5. Test and refine on small scale 
 
 

 
Paper 4: Reviewing evidence of harm to young people from 
homophobia in sport and potential intervention approaches 
 
 
Paper 5: Effectiveness of an educational intervention targeting 
homophobic language by young male athletes: a cluster 
randomised controlled trial 
 
 

6. Collect sufficient evidence of 
effectiveness to justify rigorous 
evaluation / implementation 

Beyond the scope of a PhD thesis  



Chapter summary 
 

Research conduct in sport over the last half-century has consistently documented the 

frequent use of homophobic language by male athletes. In Australia, the leaders of the largest 

national sport governing bodies signed an undertaking to ‘eradicate’ this problem through the 

development and implementation of a broad range of interventions. This thesis, which 

received major funding from the Australian Government, sought to help them achieve this 

objective through identifying effective educational interventions which could be implemented 

in tandem with other types of interventions. This project used a systematic research method, 

called Six Steps, to guide the process of identifying the primary drivers of homophobic 

language use in male sport and then this method was used to identify interventions which 

could be used to target and alter these factors. The next chapter begins to report the results of 

my research, with a focus on gaining a detailed understanding of the prevalence, drivers, 

impact, and responses from coaches, teachers, and others to homophobic language use in 

sport settings.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 
 

  



Chapter 3 – Published Paper – Review of research and evidence     
 

This chapter reviews research conducted in Australia and globally. It contains a paper 

published in the Sport Management Review Journal (Impact Factor: 3.34) which reviews the 

global research and a timeline of Australian evidence. In addition, an interactive timeline was 

created to share key documents (www.outonthefields.com/evidence-timeline). 

The reviews in this chapter satisfy the first step of the Six Steps process which 

requires researchers gain a complete understanding of the behaviour which they are trying to 

change, including the prevalence, drivers, and impacts. This chapter had the secondary aim of 

critically examining the lack of meaningful action by coaches, PE teachers, sport leaders, and 

government officials in response to evidence that homophobic language is common and 

harming children. Understanding the reasons for their failures to comply with human rights 

and child protection laws is important when trying to develop an intervention that can be 

successfully delivered in sport settings. Many interventions fail due to a lack of support from 

end-users (French et al., 2012). For this reason, the potential resistance and apathy of coaches 

and sport leaders needed to be understood.  

 

Review methods 
 

The literature reviewed in this chapter was identified through two systematic reviews. 

A systematic literature review attempts to identify, appraise and synthesize all the empirical 

evidence that meets pre-specified eligibility criteria to answer a specific research question 

(Cochrane Library, 2019). Researchers conducting systematic reviews use systematic search 

methods to minimise risk of bias and produce more reliable findings that can be used to 

inform decision-making (Cochrane Library, 2019). A protocol is typically created at the start 

of a review. It outlines the research questions and the criteria against which studies will be 



assessed for inclusion or exclusion (PRISMA, 2019). Additionally, the protocol outlines the 

process for identifying, assessing, and summarising evidence that is found. 

The protocol for the first systematic review was pre-registered with Prospero (a 

systematic review pre-registration database) and it is provided in Appendix 1. It can also be 

viewed here https://bit.ly/3h9lycb. The review focused on published and unpublished 

quantitative studies.  

First systematic review questions 
 

1. To what extent do LGB people experience prejudice and discrimination in sport? 

2. What is the strength of the empirical evidence related to the discrimination 

experienced by LGB people in sport, including the causes? 

3. What are the gaps in the evidence that need to be addressed?  

 

The second systematic review followed a similar methodology to the first (Appendix 

2). This review focused on published and unpublished research conducted to test the 

effectiveness of interventions used in sport to stop homophobic behaviour. No published or 

unpublished trials were found.  

 

Second systematic review questions 
 

1. What methods are currently being used in Western countries to address 

homophobic behaviour in team sport settings?  

2. What is the impact or effect of current methods?  

3. Are there gaps in the evidence that need to be addressed? 

 



The data collected for the two reviews was synthesised using a qualitative thematic 

methodology which followed the method used for an earlier review of research, policy, and 

practice related to homophobia in sport (Brackenridge et al., 2008). The primary findings 

from each study or piece of research which was identified were recorded in a spreadsheet, 

along with the abstract. Key words were created to represent themes and to summarise the 

primary focus of the research (e.g., prevalence of language, homophobic attitudes, 

educational interventions). Data collected from other sources was included in these 

spreadsheets (on multiple sheets). Separately, interviews were conducted with sport leaders 

and LGBTQ+ organisations in Australia, Canada, the United States, Italy (EU), and New 

Zealand to understand their approaches to homophobia and the interventions used. Key 

conclusions from these interviews were populated into a spread sheet and qualitatively 

analysed. The findings were then checked and confirmed against reviews of interventions 

used in sport settings, and prejudice-related interventions, conducted by other scholars and 

separately shared in a report that was provided to a government agency in Australia titled 

“LGBTI+ Inclusion within Victorian Sport: A Market Analysis.” Further details on the 

research methodologies that were used and additional findings not reported in the paper in 

this chapter can be found in the VicHealth Market Analysis document provided in the 

supplementary material folder (https://bit.ly/3kGPjn0).  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Summary of Australian evidence 

My reviews identified an extensive and rich body of research and evidence generated 

in Australia on homophobic behaviours in sport and the impact to children and adults. 

Australian researchers (Connell, 1982; Kessler et al., 1985, 1985; Walker, 1988) conducted 

some of the first research in the world focused on understanding the drivers and impact of 

this behaviour to children. Indeed, Connell et al. used data collected in Australian schools to 

develop the dominant theoretical framework used to study this behaviour (see first chapter). 

Beyond the hundreds of articles published by Connell and colleagues, the reviews found 40 

other sources of evidence on homophobic behaviours and the harm caused to young people in 

Australian sport, including reports from Royal Commissions and national inquiries.  

The Australian Government has been the largest funder of research on this topic; 

since 1982 it has funded 12 academic studies (six have been conducted over multiple years) 

and 3 government inquiries. In addition to this, Australian Government sport officials have 

co-authored 3 peer-reviewed papers. Evidence generated by the Australian Government is  

highlighted on the summary table below. The second largest funder of research (at least 9 

studies) has been the state Government of Victoria. The reviews identified just two pieces of 

research which reported major funding from the Australian sport industry (Cricket and 

Tennis governing bodies).  

A variety of different methods have been used to collect data on homophobic 

behaviours in sport, including interviews, focus groups, ‘life history’ profiles, surveys, 

observation, ethnography (over multiple years in schools), public hearings, and first-person 

accounts from athletes and PE teachers.  



Data on homophobic behaviour being common have been collected in all sport settings, 

including PE classes, school sports, community sports, elite tournaments, and professional 

teams. Data have also come from dozens of different sports including field hockey, cricket, 

Australian football, rugby, rugby league, tennis, soccer, and ice hockey.  

The tables below first provide a summary of the Australian evidence and then a more 

detailed summary is provided. As Table 4 shows, the reviews identified over 30 reports and 

studies with data on the prevalence of homophobic language, the impact (harm) to young 

people from this behaviour, or the responses to this behaviour from coaches, teachers, or 

other adults. The reviews found less evidence on the drivers of this behaviour.  

Table 4. Evidence on homophobic behaviour in Australian Sport by type 

Type Total Prevalence2 Drivers Impact3 Response4 

Academic 30 28 18 26 25 

Sport Industry1 3 3 2 3 3 

Federal inquiries & 
Royal Commissions 

3 3 3 3 3 

State inquiries 1 1 1 1 

Local government 2 2 1 2 

Evidence from pro 
athletes5 

1 1 1 1 1 

Total 40 37 25 35 35 
Notes. 1. Research written by the IOC involving Australian sport and/or government officials and data; 2. Evidence that homophobic 
behaviours, specifically language, occur in sport settings; 3. Evidence on the negative impact of homophobic behaviours in sport setting to 
athletes or to wider society; 4. Evidence on the responses from coaches, teachers, sport leaders, and government to this problems; 5. 
Book written with Ian Roberts which contains written evidence of harm from children and adults



Table 5. Timeline summary of Australian evidence on homophobic behaviours in sport 

Shaded/bold indicates funding or involvement by the Australian Government. Prev. = data on prevalence, Drive = data on 
drivers of behaviour, Imp. = data on impact/harm, Res. = data on response to behaviour from sport or government.  
Key documents can be found at: www.outonthefields.com/evidence-timeline  
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Chapter 4 – Published paper – The relationship between ‘Coming Out’ 
and experiences of homophobic behaviour in youth team sports 
 

This previous two chapters reviewed the existing evidence on the prevalence, drivers, 

and impacts of homophobic behaviours in sport. More broadly, they examined potential 

factors which enable this behaviour to remain common in sport and found a key factor is 

denial within the sport industry of the extent of the problem or a refusal to accept there is a 

need for solutions. This apathy is not limited to the sport industry, with government sport 

policy makers similarly refusing to prioritise addressing the harmful discrimination 

experienced by the LGBTQ+ community. This was shown by the omission of LGBTQ+ 

populations from comprehensive, multi-year national sport strategies released by Australia, 

the United States, and England (Sport Australia, 2018; Sport England, 2021; United States 

Department of Health and Human Services, 2020). As illustrated by Figure 3 below, the 

national strategy documents outline support for a range of other “priority” youth populations 

and programs to address various forms of discrimination. This omission would send a 

powerful message to the leaders of sport governing bodies. These leaders use these 

documents to determine where to focus their energy to maximise government funding 

opportunities.  
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Figure 4. Excerpts from English, American, and Australian sport strategies 

 

The omission of this population from the Australian strategy is particularly perplexing 

given the significant amount of money spent by the Australian Government on research 

which has consistently provided strong evidence of the urgent need to protect LGBTQ+ 

children in sport and prioritise action on homophobic behaviours. Moreover, the Australian 

strategy was created by the Australian Sports Commission, which played a central role in the 

creation of the Anti-Homophobia and Inclusion Framework five years before this strategy 

was developed.  

One potential explanation for the lack of action by the sport industry and government 

sport policy makers is a perception that homophobia in sport is a problem of the past. Given 

the rapid and positive shift in public attitudes toward gay people in western societies, they 

may believe that homophobic behaviours are no longer common in sport.                         
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When I started this project the extent of the strong evidence of a problem, reviewed in the last 

chapter, was not known. Collating and summarising this evidence in multiple ways (tables, 

published papers, media commentary) will be a major contribution of this thesis. However, 

early in my literature review I identified there was a lack of large-scale, international 

statistical data on the extent that LGBTQ+ youth experience homophobic victimisation in 

sport. I sought to address this gap through the paper in this chapter. The other aim was to 

gather data that could be used to better understand the drivers of homophobic language in 

youth sport settings.  

 

About the study  
 

The study in this chapter was published in the journal Sexuality Research and Social 

Policy (Impact factor 3.62). The study sought to generate the evidence required by the Six 

Steps process which includes gaining a detailed and complete understanding of a problem 

behaviour, including its pervasiveness and drivers (Wight et al., 2016). The study sought to 

achieve this objective through an analysis of survey data from an international sample of 

LGB youth (N = 1173; 15-21 years) from six countries. More broadly, the paper provides 

much-needed, large-scale quantitative data on the experiences of LGB youth people in sport 

and can be used to better understand why they experience homophobic victimisation.  

This data for this paper is a subset of the data collected as part of the large-scale 

international research study funded by the Australian Government in 2014 (see Chapter 1, 

Table 1). This large study was conducted to collect baseline data which could be used to 

assess the impact of the actions by the sport leaders who made the commitment to “eradicate” 

homophobia (see Chapter 3, Table 5 for context). The paper in this chapter reports the first 

published, secondary-analysis of this data.  
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Research questions 

1. How common is behaviour which LGB young people perceive to be 

homophobic in youth team sport settings? Is this behaviour more common in 

male sport settings?  

2. How common is it for LGB young people to report they have been the target 

of behaviour which they, themselves, describe as homophobic? 

3. Do LGB young people feel the need to hide their sexuality from others when 

they are in team sport settings?  

4. Are young people who come out as LGB to others in team sport more, less, or 

equally likely to report they have had homophobic behaviour directed toward 

them? 

Investigating norms and attitudes as drivers of behaviour   

According to stigma theory (Goffman, 1963) if LGB young people who openly 

identify as LGB are not stigmatised in sport settings, and instead they are welcomed and 

embraced as some have recently suggested (Anderson et al., 2016) then LGB young people 

would not feel the need to hide their sexuality from others. Consistent with this, very few 

young people would report behaviours occurring in sport settings which they, themselves, 

defined to be “homophobic.” Most important, there would be no evidence that LGB young 

who came out to their teammates are more likely to be a target of homophobic behaviours 

than those who remained in the closet. If this was found, that everyone is a target of 

homophobic behaviour regardless of their publicly-shared sexuality, this data would support 

the hypothesis that this behaviour is normative and shifting these norms would need to be the 

focus on an educational intervention. However, if the identities of LGB young people are 

stigmatised in sport, then LGB young people would report that they try to hide their sexuality 
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from others, they would report being the target of behaviours which they defined as 

homophobic, and those who came out in sport would be the most likely to report homophobic 

victimisation experiences. If this was found then it would suggest that homophobic 

behaviours are motivated by a desire by athletes to express hate or antipathy toward LGB 

people. This would suggest that attitudes are the primary driver of this behaviour and shifting 

these attitudes would need to be the focus of an educational intervention.  

 

Six Steps progress table  

Method Steps  Study/Title  

 

1. Define and understand the problem  

 

 

Paper 1: Reviewing the evidence on LGBTQ+ discrimination and 
exclusion in sport 

 

This chapter: The relationship between ‘coming out’ as lesbian, 
gay, or bisexual and experiences of homophobic behaviour in 
youth team sport 

 

2. Clarify which causal or contextual 
factors influencing the behaviour and 
which are malleable and have greatest 
scope for change  

 

 

3. Identify how to bring about change 
to the behaviour: the theory of 
change/change mechanism  

 

4. Identify how to deliver the change 
mechanisms 

 

5. Test and refine on small scale 
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The Relationship Between ‘Coming Out’ as Lesbian, Gay, or Bisexual
and Experiences of Homophobic Behaviour in Youth Team Sports

Erik Denison1
& Ruth Jeanes2 & Nick Faulkner3 & Kerry S. O’Brien1

# Crown 2020

Abstract
Introduction Homophobia appears to be greater in sport settings than in others. However, little is known about whether lesbian,
gay or bisexual (LGB) young people experience discriminatory behaviour in team sports because of their sexuality and whether
coming out to sport teammates is associated with homophobic behaviour.
Method This study used a sample (N = 1173; 15–21 years; collected in 2014–2015) from six countries (United States, United
Kingdom, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Ireland) to examine whether LGB youth who ‘come out’ to teammates experience
homophobic behaviour.
Results Close to half of the sample (41.6%) reported having been the target of homophobic behaviour (e.g. verbal slurs, bullying,
assaults). Multivariate logistic regression models adjusting for age, gender, country and contact sport participation found that
participants who ‘came out’ as being LGB to sports teammates were significantly more likely to report being a target of
homophobic behaviour. There appeared to be a dose response with coming out to more people associated with a greater
likelihood of experiencing homophobic behaviour.
Conclusion The study results suggest a relationship between coming out as LGB and encountering homophobic behaviour in
team sports. LGB experiences of homophobic behaviour appear common overall in this sample, but are greater in those who have
come out to teammates.
Policy Implication Sports administrators and governments need to develop programs and enforce policies that create safe sports
environments where LGB youth can participate without encountering homophobic behaviour.

Keywords Homophobia . Sports . Gay . Lesbian . Bisexual . Stigma . Coming out

Introduction

Increasing participation in sport is a public health priority in
many countries (Mansfield & Piggin, 2016). Participation in

sport and particularly team sports provides unique psychoso-
cial and physical health benefits to young people (Dohle &
Wansink, 2013; Eime et al., 2013). Youth who play a team
sport report higher levels of self-esteem, confidence, resil-
ience, better social skills, and fewer depressive symptoms than
those who do not play a team sport (Bailey, 2006; Dodge &
Lambert, 2009; Vella et al., 2014). Accordingly, playing a
team sport could be of particular benefit to lesbian, gay, and
bisexual youth (LGB) who experience disproportionally high
rates of depression, suicidality, and self-harm (Blais et al.,
2015; Kann et al., 2018; Birkett et al., 2015; Lourie &
Needham, 2016; Mereish & Poteat, 2015). However,
recent population studies, such as large-scale longitudinal
research (N ≈ 99,000) in Canadian high schools, have
found that LGB youth are consistently less likely to report
playing a team sport than heterosexual youth (Doull et al.,
2018).

The most recent wave of data in the Canadian study shows
that the largest disparity is between gay and heterosexual
males, with gay males reporting active participation in team
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sports at half the rate of heterosexual peers (32.8% vs 67.6%).
Similar disparities in sports participation rates have also been
found in biennial national surveys conducted by the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention in American high schools
(Kann et al., 2016, 2018). The latest report found 61.2% of
heterosexual males and 54.1% of females reported playing a
team sport during the last 12 months compared with 40% of
gay/bisexual males and 38% of lesbian/bisexual females.

There are multiple reasons why a young person may
choose to play, or not to play, team sports. However, low
levels of participation among LGB youth would suggest that
there are specific barriers discouraging this population from
joining a team. Literature reviews and government reports in
the United Kingdom (UK), Canada and Australia suggest that
homophobia and homophobic behaviour are likely to be a
primary participation deterrent (Brackenridge et al., 2007;
Government of British Columbia, 2017; Greenspan et al.,
2019a; Sport and Recreation Victoria, 2017; Sport England,
2018; UK Government, 2015). A recent UK Parliamentary
Inquiry (Digital, Culture, Media, Culture, and Sport
Committee, (UK), 2017) also called for action by sports
governing bodies to end homophobia and homophobic behav-
iour because it had “serious concerns over the effects of low
participation among LGB youth on their mental and physical
health and well-being … It appears that young players and
athletes sometimes feel (due to fear of being the target of
discrimination) that they have to make the active choice be-
tween either coming out or continuing to participate in their
chosen sport” (p. 9).

UK Parliamentarians highlighted the need for quantitative
research examining the extent to which LGB youth experience
homophobic behaviour in team sports and the impacts of that
behaviour. A range of studies similarly note the need for pub-
lished quantitative research investigating team sports experi-
ences in LGB youth samples (Anderson et al., 2016;
Brackenridge et al., 2007; Greenspan et al., 2017). However,
the majority of research in LGB youth samples to date has
adopted qualitative methods, which while crucial to under-
standing the issues, cannot establish the statistical relation-
ships between the various factors at play. Such information
is often important in shaping government policy.

Although there is a paucity of published researchwith LGB
youth, it is reasonable to suggest that homophobic behaviour
would be a factor in lower participation rates in light of quan-
titative evidence that homophobic behaviour in team sports
has a range of negative impacts on LGB young adults
(Pistella et al., 2020) including deterring them from participa-
tion (Baiocco et al., 2018). Quantitative studies (Herek, 2007,
2015; Herek & McLemore, 2013) in non-sport environments
have also found that LGB youth avoid environments, or hide
their sexuality, in settings where homophobic behaviour is
common and where those that come out (reveal their sexual-
ity) as LGB are likely to be the target of homophobic

behaviour. For example, LGB youth are more likely to avoid
school if they perceive homophobic attitudes and behaviour to
be common and if they have been the target of this behaviour
(Black et al., 2012).

Research has described homophobic attitudes and behaviour
to be common in youth team sports (Brackenridge et al., 2007;
Greenspan et al., 2019a; Morrow & Gill, 2003; O’Brien et al.,
2013; Osborne &Wagner, 2007; Southall et al., 2011). Research
in Canadian high-schools has also found that 89% of LGB stu-
dents who entered locker rooms or school sport environments
reported hearing homophobic language (e.g. fag, dyke) and near-
ly half (48%) heard this language ‘frequently’ or
‘often’(Morrison et al., 2014). These findings are consistent with
quantitative research conducted with physical education (PE)
teachers and heterosexual athletes (Atteberry-Ash et al., 2018;
Elze, 2003; Gill et al., 2010; Southall et al., 2011). Piedra et al.
(2016) found that 92.7% of PE teachers had witnessed homo-
phobic behaviour by students toward other students.

However, evidence from qualitative studies examining
whether LGB youth are the target (victimised) by homophobic
behaviour in sport settings is mixed. A range of studies have
described youth team sports as environments where LGB
identities are stigmatised and homophobic behaviour is com-
mon (Brackenridge et al., 2007). For example, a recent study
of American youth (N = 71; 13–18 years) reported half of
LGB participants had experienced sexuality-based harassment
or assaults in the last year while playing sports and described
“immense feelings of discomfort, and minimal ally ship or
effective intervention from athletic staff even in the face of
blatant homophobic and transphobic comments (from others)”
(Greenspan et al., 2019a, p. 425). Male sports, particularly
contact ball sports like rugby or American football, have been
found to have highly masculine cultural milieu where individ-
uals (e.g. gay people) who do not conform to traditional gen-
der roles and norms are rejected and denigrated (Cunningham,
2019; Greenspan et al., 2019a; Osborne & Wagner, 2007;
Steinfeldt et al., 2012).

Girls and women also report being stigmatised/stereotyped
as lesbians and experience discrimination if they play tradi-
tionally male team sports (Greenspan et al., 2019a; Jeanes &
Kay, 2007). In traditionally female sports (e.g. volleyball,
netball), lesbians or bisexual women also report discrimina-
tion for not conforming to feminine appearance norms
(Brackenridge et al., 2007; Krane, 2016). Homophobic behav-
iour in both male and female youth team sports appears to
have multiple purposes including being used by athletes to
distance themselves from homosexuality, signal their confor-
mity to gender norms, facilitate bonding (e.g. through derog-
atory jokes about gay people), or just to insult others
(Magrath, 2017; McCann et al., 2009; McCann et al., 2010).

However, detailed studies by Anderson, Adams, Magrath
and colleagues suggest that homophobic attitudes and behav-
iours are no longer as common in team sport environments as
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the literature above would suggest (Adams & Anderson,
2012; Anderson et al., 2016; Magrath, 2017; Bush et al.,
2012). They argue that this is due to changes in gender norms
that underpin traditional attitudes and behaviours in these set-
tings, with younger people in particular more accepting of
diverse sexual identities. Anderson and colleagues ethno-
graphic research suggests high school, university and
community-based levels of sport are now “safe spaces” for
gay and lesbian athletes with few reporting being the target
of homophobic behaviour (Anderson et al., 2016, p. 147).
Magrath (2017) acknowledges that the use of words such as
‘fag’ and derogatory jokes about gay people remain common
in sport, but also suggests this “homosexually-themed” behav-
iour is not necessarily directed toward LGB athletes and is not
considered by LGB athletes to be “homophobic” (p. 118).
Instead of seeing this language as damaging to LGB youth,
some studies suggest this language and phrases such as ‘that’s
so gay’ are used without malice or homophobic intent and
provide a bonding mechanism between heterosexual and gay
men. Anderson et al. (2016) suggest that low participation
rates of gay men in sport may not be due to homophobia per
se, but could be related to other factors including tastes and
preferences as well as wider social factors. In summary, the
literature presents conflicting findings regarding homophobia
within sport. The current study seeks to provide further under-
standing of the experiences of LGB youth in team sports
environments.

This brief research paper reports the results of an analysis
of survey responses from both closeted, and openly LGB
youth (N = 1173; ages 15–21) from six countries. We investi-
gated whether these young people reported being the target of
behaviour in team sport settings which they perceived to be
homophobic (e.g. slurs, bullying, assaults). Our focus was on
whether participants who had come out as LGB to their team-
mates were more, less or equally as likely as those who
remained closeted to report they had been the target of homo-
phobic behaviour. The aim of this paper is to provide evidence
that can add to existing understanding of homophobic behav-
iour in sport and assist in informing future policy directions.

Methods

Participants and Data Procedures

Participants were LGB young people (N = 1173; males N =
781, 66.6%) who were recruited as part of a larger survey
(N = 9494; 26% heterosexual) examining homophobia and
the experiences of LGB people in team sports. Participants
ranged in age from 15 to 21 years (M = 19.01, SD =
1.61 years) and most (83%, N = 975) reported playing a sport
team. Participants were asked to write their sexual identity
lesbian, gay, bisexual, heterosexual or other, within an open

text box. The majority of males identified as gay (91.2%; N =
712), with 8.8% (N = 69) identifying as bisexual. Themajority
of the females identified as lesbian (64.5%; N = 253) with
35.5% (N = 139) identifying as bisexual. Participants were
from six countries, United States (N = 263; 22.4%), United
Kingdom (371; 31.6%), Australia (N = 199; 17%), Canada
(N = 158; 13.5%), Ireland (N = 94; 8%) and New Zealand
(N = 88; 7.5%).

Measures

Sports Participation

Participants were asked if they had played on a youth sport
team and which sports they played. They were provided with
an initial list of 18 team sports (e.g. soccer, rugby, basketball,
Gaelic football, lacrosse) and/or could provide the team sport
they played via a text box. Because previous research (e.g.
Southall et al., 2011) has found higher levels of homophobia
in male contact ball sports, we created a dichotomous variable
to indicate (0 = No, 1 = Yes) whether participants who had
specifically played a contact ball sport (i.e. Rugby Union,
Rugby League, American Football, or Australian Football).

Came Out to Teammates

Participants who played on a sport team were asked if they
had come out to their teammates. Specifically, they were
asked if they had ‘come out’ to: no one, one or two people,
some people, everyone.’ This measure was adapted from the
biennial surveys of American LGB high-school students
(Kosciw et al., 2015). To avoid problems with the existing
measure whereby distinctions between two response options
for indicating how many people they had come out to would
be difficult ‘one or two’ and ‘some’ people, we collapsed
these two responses and associated data to form a single cat-
egory called ‘partially out’ to people. Accordingly, three re-
sponses (scores) were used for analysis (0 = Not out to any-
one, 1 = Partially out, 2 = Out to everyone).

Experienced Homophobic Behaviour

The outcome variable was whether participants had been the
target of homophobic behaviour in team sports. While there
are a number of measures of general bullying, there was no
existing measure to specifically assess whether an LGB per-
son had experienced (been a target) of homophobic behaviour
within team sports. To assess this, participants were asked if
homophobic behaviour had been directed toward them in a
team sport environment. Examples of the homophobic behav-
iours were provided (“e.g. jokes, humour, assaults, bullying,
slurs”) in the survey. Participants responded yes or no to this
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question. For analysis, yes and no responses were coded as 1
and 0, respectively.

Procedure

Participant recruitment and data collection were conducted
between June 2014 and January 2015. Data was collected
via a 10-min online survey conducted by Nielsen Sports on
behalf of key partners including government, non-govern-
ment/sport and corporate organisations. These organisations
included the Australian Government, International Gay
Rugby, Bingham Cup Sydney 2014, International
Federation of Gay Games, You Can Play (charity), ACON
(health charity) and the Commonwealth Bank of Australia.
Participants were asked to participate in a “study into the
lesbian, gay, bisexual community’s experiences, primarily in
organised and competitive team sport which will greatly assist
in helping the wider community understand issues affecting
the LGB community.”

The study was promoted using professional sport athletes
who encouraged people to take the survey and ‘share their
story’ regardless of sexuality or sport experience.

The survey link was also shared by mainstream sporting
organisations (e.g. World Rugby, Cricket Australia), main-
stream sport media outlets including ESPN (global),
EuroSport (UK), TSN (Canada), Sky Sports (Australia) and
by LGBT+ media outlets including Pink News (UK), Star
Observer (Australia) and Outsports (USA). Links to the study
were also paid ‘promoted’ on Facebook by the LGBT+ char-
ities Stonewall (UK) and Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi
Gras. Finally, cards advertising the study and iPads with direct
links to the survey were provided to sportspeople and specta-
tors at two international sporting events: The Gay Games
(Cleveland) and the Sydney Bingham Cup (world-cup of
gay and inclusive rugby). The use of multiple methods, and
channels, to recruit LGB people, follows guidelines for
conducting research with this marginalised population from
the American National Academy of Medicine (National
Academy ofMedicine, 2011). Informed consent was obtained
from all individual participants included in the study. Human
Research Ethics Committee clearance was sought, but deemed
not to be needed for this secondary analysis of the dataset
provided, which contained no identifying information.

Analyses

Because we were interested in the experiences of young LGB
people who had played team sport, all statistical analyses were
conducted on LGB team sports participants only (N = 975,
83% of total sample; male N = 611, 78% of all males).
Cross-tabulations and Chi-square values were calculated to
test for differences between males and females on variables

of interest. Spearman’s correlation coefficients were calculat-
ed to establish bivariate relationships between variables.

Multivariate logistic regression models tested the relation-
ship between experiencing homophobic behaviour and demo-
graphic variables (gender, age, country), contact ball sports
participation and coming out to teammates.

Results

Table 1 displays frequencies, proportions and significant dif-
ferences on variables of interest by gender. Female partici-
pants (92.9%; N = 364) were more likely than male partici-
pants (78.2%; N = 611; X2(1) = 39.784, p < .001) to reporting
playing on a sport team. Most participants reported hiding
their sexuality from some or all of their teammates. The ma-
jority of participants reported being out to ‘no one’ on their
sport team, with just 20% of the sample reporting being out to
‘everyone.’Males were significantly more likely than females
to report playing a contact ball sport. Males were also more
likely than females to report they had experienced homopho-
bic behaviour in team sports environments. Nearly three-fifths
of participants who came out to everyone (57.7%; N = 109),
and nearly half who partially came out (46.6%; N = 118) re-
ported they had been the target of homophobic behaviour in
team sports, whereas two-fifths (40.4%; N = 203) of partici-
pants who came out to no one reported being a target of this
behaviour. Table 2 displays Spearman’s correlation coeffi-
cients for the variables of interest. Significant relationships
were only found between gender, coming out to teammates
and experiencing homophobic behaviour. Participants who
came out were significantly more likely to report being the
target of this behaviour.

As can be seen in Table 3, after accounting for other vari-
ables in the model, only gender (being male) and coming out
to teammates were associated with experiencing homophobic
behaviour. Participants who partially came out to their team-
mates had 1.5 times higher odds, and those who came out to
everyone had 2.2 times higher odds, of reporting they had
been the target of homophobic behaviour, compared with par-
ticipants who did not come out to anyone. Finally, the odds of
experiencing homophobic behaviour were 2.1 times higher
for males than females.

Discussion

There had been no quantitative research examining whether
coming out as LGB to sport teammates is associated with
being more or less likely to be a target of homophobic behav-
iour in a sport setting. The present study examined this ques-
tion in a multi-country sample and found that coming out in a
team sport setting was associated with a greater odds ratio for

Sex Res Soc Policy

82



experiencing homophobic behaviour. There is some evidence
for a dose-response relationship whereby coming out to more
teammates is associated with greater odds of having encoun-
tered homophobic behaviour. More broadly, a large propor-
tion of the sample reported having been the target of this
behaviour in sport, regardless of whether they had come out
to teammates or not.

There had been some suggestion in the research literature
(Southall et al., 2011) that participating in contact ball sports
might be associated with more experiences of homophobic
behaviour. Here, we did not find that playing a contact ball
sport to be associated with homophobic behaviour in either
bivariate or multivariate analyses. However, consistent with
previous studies (Brackenridge et al., 2007; O’Brien et al.,

2013), males in our study were found to have higher odds
ratios for being the target of homophobic behaviour than fe-
males. It is also worth noting that the majority of young people
in the study reported concealing their sexuality from their
teammates. The results of our study raise the question of
whether LGB youth in team sports may be less likely to come
out to others than in non-sport settings. For example, US

Table 1 Characteristics of team
sport participants indicated by
frequencies (%), and significant
differences by gender. We also
report mean and (standard
deviations) for age

Female (N = 364) Male (N = 611) Chi2 (df) Total

Age 18.91 (1.64) 19.11 (1.61)

Target of behaviour (all countries) 132 (36.3) 318 (52)** 26.933 (1) 541 (46.1)

United States 47 (42.3) 72 (47.4) 119 (45.2)

United Kingdom 33 (40.2) 170 (58.8) 203 (54.7)

Canada 24 (42.1) 48 (47.5) 72 (45.6)

Australia 22 (26.5) 50 (43.1) 72 (36.2)

Ireland 8 (28.6) 38 (57.6) 46 (48.9)

New Zealand 5 (16.1) 24 (42.1) 29 (33)

Contact ball sports 84 (23.1) 198 (32.4)* 9.657 (1) 282 (28.9)

Out to teammates

Out to no one 154 (43.4) 349 (59.2)** 22.761 (2) 503 (53.2)

Partially out 119 (33.5) 134 (22.7)** 253 (26.8)

Out to everyone (all countries) 82 (23.1) 107 (18.1) 189 (20)

United States 32 (31.1) 20 (14.9) 52 (21.9)

United Kingdom 19 (27.5) 52 (28.4) 71 (28.2)

Canada 9 (17.3) 11 (12.8) 20 (14.5)

Australia 14 (18.2) 11 (11.8) 25 (14.7)

Ireland 3 (12) 8 (17.4) 11 (15.5)

New Zealand 5 (17.2) 5 (10.4) 10 (13)

*p < .01, **p < .001

Table 3 Unadjusted odds ratio’s (OR) and adjusted odds ratio’s (Adj.
OR) with 95% confidence intervals for bivariate and multivariate
associations between the variables of interest and having encountered
homophobic behaviour

OR (95% CI) Adj. OR (95% CI)

Gender (ref female) 1.93** (1.50, 2.48) 2.09** (1.56, 2.79)

Age 0.97 (0.90, 1.04) 0.97 (0.90, 1.06)

Country (ref USA)

United Kingdom 1.46* (1.07, 2.01) 1.19 (0.82, 1.74)

Canada 1.01 (0.68, 1.51) 1.13 (0.73, 1.74)

Australia 0.69 (0.47, 1.00) 0.70 (0.47, 1.08)

Ireland 1.16 (0.72, 1.86) 1.07 (0.61, 1.87)

New Zealand .60* (0.36, 0.99) .67 (0.39, 1.16)

Contact ball sports 1.06 (0.80, 1.40) 1.05 (0.77, 1.42)

Out to teammates (ref out to no one)

Partially out 1.29 (0.95, 1.75) 1.45* (1.05, 2.0)

Out to everyone 2.01** (1.43, 2.83) 2.15** (1.50, 3.08)

*p < .05, **p < .001; 1. Nagelkerke R2 : .08

Table 2 Spearman’s correlation coefficients for all variables

1 2 3 4

1. Gendera

2. Age .05

3. Target of behaviour .15** − .03

4. Contact ball sports .10* .04 .01

5. Out to teammatesb − .14** .05 .13** .10*

*p < .01, **p < .001
aGender: 0 = F, 1 =M
bOut to teammates: 0 = No one, 1 = Partially, 2 = Everyone
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research in LGB high-school students (Kosciw et al., 2015)
found that 21.6% of students had not come out to anyone at
their high school, whereas the present study found that 53.2%
of participants had not come out to anyone in their team.
Although the unadjusted odds of having encountered homo-
phobic behaviour in the United Kingdom and New Zealand
appear to be higher and lower, respectively, when compared
with the United States (Table 3), after adjusting for other fac-
tors, there was no significant difference in the odds of encoun-
tering homophobic behaviour. Future research examining
whether coming out is more or less common in sport vs.
non-sport settings would be of interest, as would research
examining differences across countries and different sports.

This paper provides new evidence suggesting that homo-
phobic behaviours remain problematic in youth team sport
settings. The results of our study are consistent with the find-
ings of quantitative studies conducted with LGB high-school
students (Elze, 2003; Greenspan et al., 2019a; Greenspan
et al., 2019b; Morrison et al., 2014), LGB young adults
(Baiocco et al., 2018; Pistella et al., 2020), physical education
teachers (Piedra et al., 2016) and heterosexual athletes (Gill
et al., 2010; MacDonald, 2018; O’Brien et al., 2013; Southall
et al., 2011; Steinfeldt et al., 2012). These studies have report-
ed homophobic attitudes and behaviour to be common, par-
ticularly in male team sports environments. However, the
findings differ to the conclusion of several studies that suggest
LGB people who come out in team sports do not experience
discrimination, and, therefore, homophobic behaviour is not
an ongoing issue (Anderson et al., 2016; Magrath, 2017). This
may be due to differences in the sports and or clubs examined
by these researchers. It is also potentially due to differences
between studies in what is understood by homophobic
behaviour, with Anderson et al. (2016) suggesting that slurs
and homophobic language may not be indicative of homophobic
intent and therefore do not constitute homophobic behaviour.

Collectively, the results of the present and other studies
suggest that homophobic behaviour is commonly encountered
in youth sports environments (Greenspan et al., 2019a; Shaw,
2019). Whether some of this behaviour represents negative
attitudes and antipathy toward LGB youth is uncertain, as
some authors suggest that it may simply be due to unthinking
casual normative language and behaviour that is not necessar-
ily intended to be derogatory or hurtful (Anderson et al.,
2016). Regardless, research on the effects of stigma suggests
that such behaviour does negatively impact LGB youth, and
accordingly, they may be more likely to try to avoid environ-
ments, such as sport, due to the presence of this homophobic
behaviour (Herek, 2007, 2015). This may also explain the
large disparities in team sports participation between LGB
youth and their heterosexual peers reported by recent popula-
tion studies (Doull et al., 2018; Kann et al., 2018).

Being the target of homophobic behaviour is harmful and
associated with higher rates of suicide, self-harm and

depression among LGB youth (Birkett et al., 2015; Burton
et al., 2013; Lourie & Needham, 2016), whereas playing team
sports in a safe and supportive environment, free of discrimi-
natory behaviour, has been shown to provide LGB youth with
many psychosocial benefits (Blais et al., 2015). Ending dis-
criminatory behaviours and encouraging more LGB youth to
play team sports has the potential to help close the gap across a
wide range of negative psychosocial and health disparities
between LGB youth and their peers (Greenspan et al., 2019a).

The results provide empirical support to calls by other
scholars (Greenspan et al., 2019b), LGB advocates (Englefield
et al., 2016), educators (GLSEN, 2013) and policy makers in
various countries (Digital, Culture, Media, Culture, and Sport
Committee, (UK), 2017; Shaw, 2019) for action on homophobic
behaviour by sport organisations. The leaders of large sport
organisation in the United Kingdom, United States, Australia
and New Zealand have also made public commitments to end
homophobia in their sports (Home Office, 2011; Portwood,
2015; Shaw, 2019; World Rugby, 2015). The findings of this
study suggest that these commitments may not have been
followed bymeaningful action to end this discriminatory behav-
iour (Shaw, 2019; Storr et al., 2018). The findings also support
the need for sport administrators, clubs and coaches to put in
place policies and procedures for sanctioning homophobic
language and behaviour. The current data, and research by
Anderson et al. (2016) suggest that this may not be occurring.

There are limitations to the study. Although the study follow-
ed recommended sampling approaches for difficult to reach and
highly stigmatised populations (Kosciw et al., 2015; Kull et al.,
2016; National Academy of Medicine, 2011), the sample is
purposive in nature and this limits generalisability of the find-
ings. The sampling approach used may also have resulted in
recruitment of LGB youth who were more likely to have en-
countered homophobic behaviour and thus were more likely to
want to share their experiences. However, the results suggest
that there was considerable heterogeneity in the sample for
age, gender, those encountering homophobia and/or those par-
ticipating in contact ball sports. Although it is reasonable to
suggest ‘coming out’ precedes experiences of homophobic be-
haviour, the correlational design of the study means that causal
inferences cannot be made on the relationship. The measure of
homophobic behaviours used did not distinguish between dif-
ferent types of homophobic behaviour. As such, we were unable
to examine if specific types of homophobic behaviour are more
or less affected by coming out. The lack of psychometrically
developed and tested measures in this area is a challenge for the
field to address. Large-scale, longitudinal studies using represen-
tative samples and multi-dimensional scales are needed to ad-
dress many of these limitations. The absence of rigorous longi-
tudinal research speaks to the expense of such studies, and the
absence of funding to support them.

Notwithstanding the limitations, this study investigated for
the first time whether coming out to team mates would be
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associated with more or less experiences of homophobic be-
haviour by LGB young people. In doing so, the research has
addressed an important gap in the literature and provided much
needed evidence to guide policy makers and sports administra-
tors interested in increasing participation in sport and creating a
more inclusive sporting environment for all. Stronger policy
stances that engage the public and provide better protections
and rights are associated with improved attitudes towards LGB
populations (Ofosu et al., 2019). Worryingly, the results sug-
gest that being openly LGB may result in encountering more
homophobia. This may, to some extent at least, explain why
there are so few openly gay, lesbian, or bisexual athletes in high
profile sports. There are multiple possible reasons why
sportspeople may engage in homophobic behaviour, including
the possibility that such behaviour reflects an unconsidered
adherence to current social norms amongst other players or
fans, rather than being driven by negative attitudes towards
LGB people per se, an argument advanced in McCormack
et al. (2016) examination of homophobic language use amongst
young men. Clearly, more research is needed to better under-
stand why LGB youth continue to encounter homophobic be-
haviour and language in sport settings.

The present results, alongside a large body of research de-
tailing the extent and nature of homophobia in sport, provide
policy makers and sport administrators with supportive evi-
dence in which to develop strategies aimed at reducing homo-
phobic behaviour in sport. Although there is some evidence
that education may be effective in reducing homophobia
(Baams et al., 2017), stronger regulatory principals and ac-
tions are needed to address prejudices around sexuality. In
so doing, better regulations and policies can enhance the
health and well-being of LGB youth through their increased
and/or ongoing participation in team sport.
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Chapter 5 – Published paper – Relationships between attitudes and 
norms with homophobic language use in male team sports 

The study in the previous chapter contributed to existing strong evidence that 

homophobic behaviour remains common in youth sport, particularly amongst male athletes. It 

added to existing data showing most LGB youth hide their sexuality from others in sport. In 

addition, the paper provided new data which showed gay and bisexual boys who came out to 

others in sport as gay were significantly more likely than those who hid their sexuality to 

report being the target of homophobic behaviour. Taken together, there is strong, consistent 

evidence that homosexuality continues to be stigmatised in male sport and homophobic 

behaviour remains a serious problem.  

However, the findings reported in the last chapter raised important questions which 

could not be answered through the secondary analysis of the data provided. This is because 

the study found a large proportion of participants who remained in the closet reported they 

had been the victim of homophobic behaviour. This suggests that factors other than antipathy 

towards gay people were motivating this behaviour.  

Table 6. Percentage of LGB youth targeted with homophobic behaviours 

All Female (N = 364) Male (N = 611) 

Out to no one 40.4% 
N = 203 

24% 
N = 37 

47.6% 
N = 166 

Out to some 46.6% 
N = 118 

41.3% 
N = 49 

51.5% 
N = 69 

Out to everyone 57.7% 
N = 109 

48.8% 
N = 40 

64.5% 
N = 69 
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It is reasonable to assume that some young people experienced homophobic 

behaviour because their efforts to conceal their sexuality were not successful. These young 

people may have been the target of homophobic behaviour because their appearances or 

behaviours did not conform to traditional gender norms (e.g. males are aggressive, dominant). 

Homophobic language and other behaviours are often directed toward young people who do 

not conform to norms in sport, including gender norms (Kagesten et al., 2016). Moreover, 

male athletes report hearing homophobic language used by teammates and coaches regularly 

from a young age (Greenspan, Griffith, & Watson, 2019). There is qualitative evidence that 

they adopt this behaviour because they believe it is required to be accepted by others 

(Magrath et al., 2015; Petty & Trussell, 2018). Further evidence that homophobic language 

use in sport is not always motivated by homophobia comes from the interview responses of 

teenage male athletes who said they know using words like “fag” could be perceived to be 

homophobic by a gay person, but they perceived that everyone around them is heterosexual 

(Magrath et al., 2015).  

There is a need for quantitative research to tease out the role of homophobic attitudes 

and norms in the use of homophobic language by male athletes. This was the objective of the 

study reported in this chapter. It addition it generated evidence required by the Six Steps 

intervention development process, which suggests that interventions are more effective when 

they target changes to factors which are most strongly associated with a behaviour. Currently, 

nearly all interventions that are used to address homophobic language in sport settings focus 

on changing individual homophobic attitudes (Jeanes et al., 2019). This suggests that the 

designers believed that homophobia, rather than norms, are the primary driver of homophobic 

language use. If norms are found to be the primary driver, or they are found to be associated 

with this behaviour, then different intervention approaches may be needed (Paluck, 2012).  

 

90



The study in this chapter was published in the Journal of Science and Medicine in 

Sport (Impact factor 3.60). It investigated the role of homophobic attitudes (subtle and overt) 

and norms (descriptive and injunctive) in the use of homophobic language by Australian male 

rugby union players (n = 97; ages 16 -18) and ice hockey players (n = 146; ages 16 - 31).  

Research questions 

1. What is the relationship between homophobic attitudes and homophobic language

use by male athletes?

2. What is the relationship between norms and homophobic language use by male

athletes?

3. Which of these factors is most strongly related to homophobic language use by

male athletes?
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Six Steps progress table 

Method Steps  Study/Title  

 

1. Define and understand the problem  

 

 

Paper 1: Reviewing the evidence on LGBTQ+ discrimination and 
exclusion in sport 

 

Paper 2: The relationship between ‘coming out’ as lesbian, gay, or 
bisexual and experiences of homophobic behaviour in youth team 
sport 

 

 

2. Clarify which causal or contextual 
factors influencing the behaviour and 
which are malleable and have greatest 
scope for change  

 

 

This chapter: Relationships between attitudes and norms with 
homophobic language use in male team sports 

 

3. Identify how to bring about change 
to the behaviour: the theory of 
change/change mechanism  

 

4. Identify how to deliver the change 
mechanisms 

 

5. Test and refine on small scale 
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a b s t r a c t

Objectives: This study addresses a need for quantitative research examining factors supporting the fre-
quent use of homophobic language (e.g., fag) in male team sports which has a range of negative health
impacts on gay and bisexual males. Intervention methods are needed to stop this behaviour, but little is
known about why this language remains common.
Design: Cross-Sectional survey.
Method: Male Rugby Union (n = 97; ages 16 -18 years) and Ice Hockey players (n = 146; ages 16 - 31
years) self-reported their use of homophobic language and completed measures of homophobic attitudes
and descriptive and injunctive norms related to language use on their team. Bivariate and multivariate
analyses examined factors associated with this behaviour.
Results: Over half of participants self-reported using homophobic language at least once in the previous 
two weeks. No relationship was found between homophobic attitudes and language use. In contrast, 
norm measures had a strong, positive relationship with this behaviour. In multivariate analyses, norms 
uniquely accounted for almost one-half of the variance in language use. The addition of descriptive 

2 
norms into the full model led to the largest increase in R of .340 (F(1,200) = 130.816, p < .001). 
Conclusions: Homophobic language use was related to norms, rather than homophobic attitudes. Inter-
ventions targeting changes to these norms could be an effective method to change this behaviour. This 
finding contributes to a growing body of evidence that norms are associated with a range of negative 
behaviours by male athletes.

© 2020 Sports Medicine Australia. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the
CC
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Practical implications

• Frequent exposure to homophobic language in male team sport
has a range of negative health impacts for gay and bisexual males.

• Over half (53.6%) of the teenage rugby union players, and mixed-
aged hockey players participants self-reported they had used
homophobic language at least once in the previous two weeks,
and nearly two-thirds (69.1%) perceived their teammates to do
the same.

• Social norms, rather than homophobic attitudes, were found to
explain the use of this homophobic language.
• These findings indicate that current programs designed to reduce
homophobic language in sport may be more effective if they focus
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on changing social norms, rather than ‘tackling’ homophobic atti-
tudes.

. Introduction

Studies conducted over the last half-century have consistently
eported the use of homophobic language, such as words like ‘fag’
r derogatory jokes about gay people, to be common in male team
port environments.1–4 A recent position statement by the Amer-
can Medical Society for Sports Medicine identified “consistent,
ood-quality” evidence supporting the need for effective interven-
ions to stop the use of this language due to it being associated
ith a range of negative health outcomes for young gay and bisex-
al males.5 Similarily, a recent systematic review2 of this evidence

escribed the need to stop this language as a “critical public health
oncern” because sport settings appear to be a prime community
etting for members of this population to report discrimination
xperiences. Exposure to homophobic language is a key risk factor

cess article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
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for gay and bisexual youth experiencing depression, anxiety, alco-
hol or drug abuse, self-harm, and suicidality.6 Policy makers4 and
public health agencies,7 including the American Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC), have identified a need to address the
range of discrimination-linked health disparities between hetero-
sexual and non-heterosexual youth, for example, gay and bisexual
male youth report attempting suicide at rates more than four times
higher (4.1% vs. 18.3%) than their peers.8

The CDC has also raised concerns about large disparities in
sport participation between LGB youth and their peers.8 Cana-
dian research has found gay youth play team sports at half the
rate (32.8% vs. 67.6%) of heterosexual males.9 Research indicates
gay and bisexual males may avoid sport because they view the
use of homophobic language as expressions of homophobic atti-
tudes by teammates and feel unsafe and unwelcome.1 A review
by Greenspan and colleagues concluded, “there is ample data to
suggest the prejudicial nature of (sport environments) can serve
as a deterrent for athletic participation for gay males.”2 Playing
sport has been found to generate a range of benefits to physi-
cal and mental wellbeing for young people, however, exposure to
homophobic language may also impact the psychosocial benefits
that gay and bisexual males receive. Research suggests these ben-
efits may only be gained when participation occurs in a supportive
environment.10

Together, these findings indicate a clear need for effective inter-
ventions to stop homophobic language in sport. Unfortunately, the
reasons why this language remains commonplace, despite positive
shifts in public attitudes toward the acceptance of gay and bisex-
ual people in western societies,11 remain poorly understood. There
is a paucity of quantitative research investigating the psychoso-
cial factors underpinning this behaviour in sport.2 As such, it is
unclear if current intervention approaches funded by public health
agencies and governments, and adopted by major sporting organ-
isations (e.g., National Hockey/Australian Football Leagues’ ‘Pride
Games’; English Premier League’s ‘Rainbow Laces’) are focused
on the appropriate underlying mechanisms supporting the use of
homophobic language.7,12,13 The present study responds to the
need for quantitative research on this topic.

Sport organisations appear to believe prejudice is the primary
driver of this homophobic language given ‘fighting homopho-
bia’ is consistently described as the objective of their current
interventions.4,13 Their approaches are supported by research
that describese homophobic attitudes and behaviours as “cen-
tral agents” used to construct male identities in sport settings.14

Drawing on stigma theory, Herek and McLemore15 have found
homophobic attitudes and behaviours to be particularly common
amongst men when their gender identity may be open to challenge
by other men, such as may occur in male sport. Consistent with this
hypothesis, studies have found male athletes are more likely than
female athletes to use homophobic language,2 and more likely than
female athletes and members of the general population to express
homophobic attitudes, as measured through agreement with state-
ments contained in measurement scales such as “I think male
homosexuals are disgusting.”14,16 There is also recent evidence
from non-sport settings (e.g., schools) that homophobic attitudes
and language are related.17 However, a growing body of qualitative
evidence has raised questions about the association of homophobic
attitudes to homophobic language use in male sport.

Qualitative studies of teenagers playing British football18 and
rugby union19 as well as Canadian ice hockey20 describe athletes
regularly using homophobic language despite expressing generally
positive attitudes toward gay people, including openly supporting

same-sex marriage.

The athletes in these studies reported that they were aware
this language could be perceived to be homophobic by a gay per-
son but defended their language as harmless because it was being

(
a
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sed around teammates they perceived to be heterosexual and not
irected toward a gay person. This finding is consistent with studies
onducted in school settings which have also found the meaning
f homophobic slurs has broadened beyond expressing prejudice
oward gay people.21–23

As has been found in schools, qualitative research conducted
n sports settings18–20 describes athletes homophobic language to
xpress general displeasure or dissatisfaction with something or
omeone (e.g. about an unfair referee) or when a teammate isn’t
onforming to group norms and expections, such as leaving a train-
ng session early (e.g. don’t be such a fag). The authors of these
tudies suggest this language is not a product of overt homopho-
ic attitudes (though they suspect subtle attitudes may still be a
actor), but instead this language is part of normalised ‘banter’ or
easing which can play an important role in team cohesion and
ocial connection. These findings, which need quantitative exam-
nation, support suggestions by some theorists that this language

ay be related to norms, rather than homophobic attitudes.
A ‘multi-level model’ developed by Cunningham11 to under-

tand the experiences of gay and bisexual athletes in sport describes
eterosexuality in sport as the “norm or expected standard” and as a
esult, identities that vary from the standard may be cast as “other”
nd “subsequently marginalized.” Cunningham posits that customs
nd practices, such as the use of homophobic language, are main-
ained by context-specific norms that have become entrenched in
port.11 According to social norm theory, individuals tend to con-
orm to the behaviours they perceive to be normal (descriptive
orms) or that are approved/disapproved of by others (injunc-
ive norms) in the groups (e.g., sport team) to which they want
o belong.24 Based on this theory, and previous research examin-
ng the influence of norms, if a young man joins a sport team and
bserves teammates using homophobic language, it is likely that he
ill adopt this behaviour to conform with the group.24 Norms may

lso exert a uniquely powerful effect in team sport settings, where
ocial acceptance is paramount and the behaviour of teammates
nd coaches is highly salient.25

Both descriptive and injunctive norms have also been found
o be associated with a range of of negative behaviours in male
port, including on-field and off-field violence, and drug and alco-
ol usage, but research on the impacts of norms on homophobic

anguage is lacking.26

The current study investigates the role of homophobic atti-
udes (overt and subtle) and norms (descriptive and injunctive) in
xplaining the use of homophobic language by members of teenage
ugby union teams and semi-professional ice hockey teams. We
ypothesized that norms and attitudes would be related to homo-
hobic language use. However, in light of evidence that norms may
xert a uniquely powerful influence on this behaviour in sport, we
urther hypothesized that in multivariate regression models, norms
ould have the largest association with this behaviour. Consis-

ent with other research on this topic1,22 we use ‘homophobic’ as
n adjective to describe words that have historically been used to
xpress prejudice toward gay people. We do not use this adjective
o suggest intent. Some have suggested ‘homonegative’ might be
better adjective, however, this term also suggests intent and we

gree with Shaw’s argumenent4 that the term homonegative is not
sed outside of academia, whereas homophobic “is the term used

n everyday media and sport conversations” by the policy makers
nd practitioners we expect to benefit from our research.

. Methods
The sample comprised of all six Under 18 rugby union teams
n = 97) in the state of South Australia (age range 16 -18 years; mean
ge: 17.01 years, SD = 0.73), and all eight semi-professional teams
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(n = 146) that compete nationally in the Australian Ice Hockey
League (age range 16 - 31 years; mean age: 25.31, SD = 5.25).

Players completed a paper and pen, 10-minute survey prior to
their normal practice in the last month of the 2018 season. The
estimated participation rate was 92% for rugby and 90% for ice
hockey. This is based on average player numbers at this time of the
season, which is typically different than the number of registered
players due to injuries. Informed consent was obtained from all
participants, and ethical approval was obtained from the Monash
University Human Research Ethics Committee.

Participants reported being born in a range of countries,
including Australia (n = 132; 54.8%), Canada (n = 32; 13.3%), United
Kingdom (n = 27; 11.2%), New Zealand (n = 11; 4.6%) and the United
States (n = 7; 2.9%). Most (n = 182; 75.5%) described their ethnicity
as being Anglo-European and almost all (n = 228; 94.6%) identified
as straight with just one participant (0.4%) identifying as gay and
3 (1.2%) identifying as bisexual. The remaining participants (n = 9;
3.8%) either did not answer this question or chose ‘not listed.’

Homophobic language use by participants was measured using
the Homophobic Content Agent Target (HCAT) measurement
approach.17 This approach does not ascribe homophobic intent to
language, which is important in light of evidence that male athletes
may not perceive their language to be homophobic.20 The stem asks
“Some people use words such as fag or poof. In the past two weeks
how often have you used words like these, for any reason, with your
teammates?” Response options were: never (0), 1-2 times (1), 3-4
times (2), 5-6 times (3), or 7+ times (4).

Homophobic attitudes were measured in two ways. The first
method used five semantic-differential scale items designed to
measure subtle forms of homophobia. This scale has been used
in previous studies examining factors associated with adolescent
homophobic bullying.17 Each item is preceded by the stem: “When
you think of gay men, as a group, what words describe your feel-
ings?”.

Participants indicated their responses on a series of six-
point Likert scales which used the following labels: respect-
disapprove, negative-positive (reverse-coded), friendly-hostile,
trusting-suspicious, dislike-admire (reverse-coded). Responses
were averaged to form a scale with good internal consistency
(� = .85); with higher scores indicating more homophobic attitudes.

The second method used to measure homophobic attitudes was
the three-item Attitudes Toward Gay Men (ATG) scale15. Items
were: ‘sex between two men is just plain wrong’; ‘homosexuality
is a natural expression of sexuality in men (reverse-coded)’; and,
‘I think male homosexuals are disgusting.’ A six-point Likert scale
was used (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree).

Scores were averages to form a composite scale, with higher
scores indicating more homophobic attitudes. Cronbach’s alpha for
the three-item scaled used in this study (� = .64) was acceptable.

Descriptive norms were measured by asking participants to
report how often they perceived their teammates had used words
like ‘fag’ in the previous two weeks. Response options were: never
(0), 1-2 times (1), 3-4 times (2), 5-6 times (3), or 7+ times (4).

Injunctive norms were measured using two methods designed
to measure both prescriptive (approved behaviours) and pro-
scriptive (disapproved behaviours) injunctive norms. Prescriptive
injunctive norms were measured using a single-item asking par-
ticipants to indicate what percentage of their teammates would
agree “it is okay to make jokes about gay people, if no gay people
can hear the jokes.” Proscriptive injunctive norms were measured
by asking “what percentage of your teammates do you think would
be critical of you (think or act negatively) if you” and then two sce-

narios were provided ‘made a joke about gay people’ and ‘called an
opponent a ‘fag’ in a game.’ These questions were adapted from a
scale designed to measure norms in sporting contexts.27 The two
proscriptive items (correlation coefficient r = .64) were combined

o
m
b
p
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nd averaged to form a composite scale. Response options for all
njunctive norms measures were 0 = 0% to 10 = 100%.

Spearman’s correlation coefficients were calculated to estimate
ivariate relationships between variables. Hierarchical multivari-
te regressions were used to examine the extent to which
emographic variables, homophobic attitudes, and norms (descrip-
ive and prescriptive/proscriptive injunctive norms) explained
ariance in homophobic language use.

. Results

Table 1 displays descriptive statistics for all measures. Over half
f participants (n = 125, 53.6%) self-reported they had used homo-
hobic language at least once in the previous two weeks, and the
ajority (n = 161, 69.1%) also perceived their teammates to do the

ame.
Table 2 presents Spearman’s correlation coefficients between

ll variables. Measures of homophobic attitudes were significantly
elated to each other, as were measures of norms. Playing rugby
ad a small-medium association with homophobic attitudes, how-
ver, the sport played and the age of participants were unrelated
o the use of homophobic language. We also found no relationship
etween either measure of homophobic attitudes and language use.

n contrast, we found both measures of injunctive norms had a
mall-medium association with this behaviour, and the measure
f descriptive norms had a large association.

The results of the multivariate regression models are presented
n Table 3. We examined the associations between all variables and
he use of homophobic language. Variables were entered in four
teps. In the first step, we included only demographic control vari-
bles (sport and age). In the second step, we added measures of
omophobic attitudes. Step 3 added injunctive norms, and Step 4
dded descriptive norms.

Measures of homophobic attitudes were not associated with
anguage use in any model. Age was significantly associated with
his behaviour, but only when homophobic attitudes and injunc-
ive norm variables were added; this relationship was no longer
ignificant when the descriptive norms variable was added to the
nal model. Injunctive norms were associated with language use

n model 3, but this relationship was also no longer significant in
he final step, when descriptive norms were added.

In the final model, which adjusted for all factors, only descrip-
ive norms were significantly associated with language use. The
ntroduction of descriptive norms in the final step also resulted
n the largest R2 increase of .340, F(1,200) = 130.816, p < .001. The
ull model including all variables explained a statistically signifi-
ant amount of variation in homophobic language use (R2 = .480,
(7,200) = 26.371, p < .001, adjusted R2 = .462).

. Discussion

The present study addressed a need for quantitative research
n the psychosocial factors associated with homophobic language
se in male team sport. This research provides new evidence that
an be used to support the development of targeted interventions
o change this behaviour. Consistent with previous studies, which
ave described this language to be common, over half of the rugby
nd hockey players in our study self-reported using homophobic
anguage and perceiving their teammates to do the same, at least
nce, in the two weeks prior to completing an anonymous survey.
t is also noteworthy that just 1.6% of participants identified as gay

r bisexual. Previous research has found gay and bisexual males
ay avoid sport or attempt to conceal their sexuality from others

ecause they perceive homophobic language to be expressions of
rejudice.2
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Table  1
Descriptive statistics: Means and standard deviations and number/percentages for each scale point.

Homophobic language Homophobic attitudes Injunctive norms

Self-used Teammates used(Desc. Norms) Semantic differential ATG Prescriptive Proscriptive

M(SD) 1.1 (1.4) 1.4 (1.4) 2.3 (.98) 2.6 (1.2) 3.4 (2.9) 2.9 (2.6)
0  108(44.8%) 72 (30.9%) 1 85 (37.3%) 72(31.0%) 0 46 (19.9%) 59 (25.5%)
1-2 60 (24.9%) 74 (31.8%) 2 70 (30.7%) 72(31.0%) 10% 28 (12.1%) 36 (15.5%)
3-4 23 (9.5%) 37 (15.9%) 3 61 (26.8%) 56(24.1%) 20% 32 (13.9%) 37 (16.0%)
5-6 16 (6.6%) 19 (8.2%) 4 10 (4.4%) 19 (8.2%) 30% 16 (6.9%) 27 (11.7%)
7+ 26 (10.8%) 31 (13.3%) 5 2 0.9% 15 (5.2%) 40% 25 (10.8%) 17 (7.3%)

6  0 (0.0%) 1 (0.4%) 50% 36 (15.6%) 17 (7.3%)
60%  13 (5.6%) 19 (8.1%)
70%  8 (3.5%) 6 (2.6%)
80%  9 (3.9%) 5 (2.1%)
90%  12 (5.2%) 2 (0.8%)
100  6 (2.6%) 7 (3.0%)

Note. n = 241. Language: Use of slurs in past two  weeks. Attitudes: Semantic/ATG = Negative statements about gay men (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree). Scores on
multi-item scales were rounded to the nearest whole number for presentation in this table.

Table  2
Spearman’s correlation coefficients.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Sport (Rugby)1

2. Age -.71***
3. Used language 0.01 −0.06
4. Homophobic attitudes (Semantic differential) .18** −0.1 0.01
5.  Homophobic attitudes (ATG) .18** −0.09 0.01 .60***
6. Prescriptive injunctive norms −0.07 .18** .28*** 0.11 0.11
7.  Proscriptive injunctive norms -.14* 0.05 -.28*** −0.11 -.16* -.20**
8. Descriptive norms (teammates) 0.05 −0.06 .70*** 0.06 0.04 .32** -.32***

Notes. *p < .05, **p < .01 *** p < .001.
1 Sport is coded 0 = Hockey and 1 = Rugby.
ATG  = Attitudes toward Gay Men  scale.

Table 3
Regression models reporting unstandardized (B) and standardized beta’s (�) and standard errors (SE) for all variables and their relationship with homophobic language use
with  teammates.

B SE  ̌ sr2

1
Sport  (Rugby) -.25 .26 -.09 .00
Age -.03 .02 -.13 .01
R2 .01

2

Sport  (Rugby) -.26 .27 -.09 .00
Age -.03 .02 -.13* .01
Homophobic attitudes (Semantic diff) .02  .12 .02 .00
Homophobic attitudes (ATG) .00 .10 .00 .00
R2 .01

3

Sport  (Rugby) -.39 .25 -.14 .01
Age -.05 .02 -.20* .02
Homophobic attitudes (Semantic diff) -.02 .11 -.02 .00
Homophobic attitudes (ATG) -.05 .10 -.05 .00
Prescriptive injunctive norms .11 .03 .24*** .05
Proscriptive injunctive norms -.12 .03 -.24** .05
R2 .14***

4

Sport  (Rugby) -.33 .20 -.12 .01
Age -.03 .02 -.13 .01
Homophobic attitudes (Semantic diff) -.08 .09 -.06 .00
Homophobic attitude (ATG) .00 .08 .00 .00
Prescriptive injunctive norms .03 .03 .07 .00
Proscriptive injunctive norms -.03 .03 -.07 .00
Descriptive norms .64 .06 .64*** .34

.48**
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*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. ATG = Attitudes toward Gay Men  scale.

The study found some evidence of homophobic attitudes
amongst the athletes. This is illustrated by the descriptive data:
less than a third (31%) of participants ‘strongly disagreed’ with all
statements in the overt homophobic attitude scale (e.g. ‘I think male

homosexuals are disgusting’). However, contrary to our hypothe-
sis, and recent research conducted in school (rather than sport)
settings,17 we  found no significant bivariate or multivariate asso-
ciations between homophobic attitudes and homophobic language

w
h

f
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*

se  by participants. These findings provide quantitative evidence
onsistent with qualitative research with teenage British soccer
nd rugby union and Canadian ice hockey teams.18–20 Participants
n our study who expressed positive attitudes toward gay people
ere just as likely as those who expressed negative attitudes to use
omophobic language.

As  proposed by the model developed by Cunningham,11 we
ound the use of homophobic language was associated with norms,
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rather than attitudes toward gay people. The hockey and rugby
players were more likely to use homophobic language if they
perceived their teammates viewed this behaviour as acceptable
(injunctive norms), and even more so if they perceived others
around them used this language (descriptive norms). In multi-
variate regression models, the norm variables together explained
almost half of the variance in homophobic language use. These find-
ings add to a growing body of evidence that norms are associated
with a range of negative behaviours by male athletes.26

These results also extend previous research indicating that
norms can influence people to adopt discriminatory behaviours
towards a social group, even when those behaviours contradict
their expressed attitudes about that group (e.g., racist language and
African Americans).28

Previous research has found age is positively associated with
homophobic attitudes15, but less research has examined if age is
associated with use of homophobic languge. Our study was  not
designed to thoroughly examine this relationship (our sample only
included only participants between 16 and 31). However, in two
of the four models examined, we found age was significantly nega-
tively associated with homophobic language use after adjusting for
homophobic attitudes and injunctive norms (the relationship was
not significant after adding descriptive norms to the model). This
finding indicates that older players may  be slightly less likely to use
homophobic language, but this relationship needs to be confirmed
in larger studies of participants from a wider range of ages.

Our  findings have important implications for sport adminis-
trators, government, and public health officials who are tasked
with developing effective interventions to boost sport participa-
tion rates by LGB young people and mitigate harm from exposure
to homophobic language in sport. Evidence from the present study
and qualitative research described earlier18–20 suggests male ath-
letes do not consider words like ‘fag’ to be ‘homophobic’ behaviour
unless these words are used with the explicit intent of expressing
prejudice and directed toward a gay person. This may  explain why
the current intervention approaches used by sport organisations
globally to change this behaviour, which focus almost entirely on
‘ending homophobia in sport’12,13 seem to be ineffective. In order
to stop this language, the current body of evidence 21–23 suggests
intervention methods (e.g. ‘Rainbow Laces,’ ‘Pride Games’) may  be
more effective if sport organisations shift their focus away from
trying to change attitudes, and instead focus on correcting misper-
ceptions that the language athletes use is harmless. There is also
a need to change the norms that support this language. Interven-
tion developers may  want to explore approaches shown to change
norms and discriminatory language in school settings, such as one
evaluated by Paluck and colleagues.29

The intervention approach used in schools identified the most
influential (popular) students at a school (using social network
analyses) and then trained these ‘social referrent’ students to
actively challenge the discriminatory language being used by their
peers. This type of intervention would likely be amenable to sport
given the most influential individuals (i.e. captains, highest scor-
ers) can be quickly identified and researchers30 have found these
individuals already play a central role in regulating the behaviour
of others.

There are limitations to our study. First, it remains possible that
findings may  differ in sporting contexts outside the specific ones
studied here (Australian youth Rugby Union and Australian Ice
Hockey). Second, the cross-sectional design used here limits the
extent to which causality can be inferred. This means that it remains
possible that the association between norms and homophobic lan-

guage may  causally operate in the opposite direction (homophobic
language influencing norms), or be explained by a third factor not
explored here. These limitations could be overcome through simi-
lar empirical studies in other countries/sports or, ideally, through

1
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andomised,  controlled studies that examine the effectiveness of
nterventions that specifically target norms.

. Conclusion

Notwithstanding the limitations just noted, this study provides
mportant quantitative evidence that norms, rather than homo-
hobic attitudes, largely explain the use of homophobic language

n male team sport. This adds to a growing body of evidence that
orms influence a range of negative behaviours in male team sport.
hese findings have substantial implications for designing inter-
entions to reduce homophobic behaviour in sport. They indicate
hat interventions targeting social norms, rather than homophobic
ttitudes, are needed.
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Chapter 6 – Paper – Reviewing evidence of harm to young people 
from homophobic behaviours in sport and potential intervention 
approaches 
 

About the narrative review  
 

The review paper in this chapter was written to integrate the new evidence generated 

by the first three papers of this thesis into the existing literature on homophobic language in 

male sport. The paper in this chapter sought to tie together the evidence that had been 

generated by these three papers with the rationale for the intervention approach which was 

chosen for evaluation. More broadly, the paper sought to address the requirements of the first 

four steps of the Six Steps intervention development process. This is explained below.  

Objective 
 

The first four steps of the Six Steps process require intervention designers to gain a 

detailed understanding of a behaviour, including the history of the behaviour and the factors 

which shape and have perpetuated this behaviour over time. The steps suggest researchers 

consider the system/context(s) in which a problem exists, who it affects most (e.g., males or 

females, young or old) and in what ways (e.g., mental health harm, participation). Finally, the 

Six Steps suggests that intervention developers should ideally use or build from interventions 

that are already being used, even if major modifications are required (Wight et al., 2016). 

This is because the introduction of an entirely new intervention program can lead to 

implementation problems such as backlash and resistance from end-users. This is an 

important consideration because of the backlash to homophobia interventions in Australian 

sport which were reported by Fletcher and colleagues (2013).  
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Six Steps progress table 

Method Steps  Study/Title  

 

1. Define and understand the problem  

 

2. Clarify which causal or contextual 
factors influencing the behaviour and 
which are malleable and have greatest 
scope for change  

 

 

Paper 1: Reviewing the evidence on LGBTQ+ discrimination and 
exclusion in sport 

Paper 2: The relationship between ‘coming out’ as lesbian, gay, or 
bisexual and experiences of homophobic behaviour in youth team 
sport 

Paper 3: Relationships between attitudes and norms with 
homophobic language use in male team sports 

The paper in this chapter illustrates how the findings from these 
three papers addressed gaps in the literature and how these 
findings were synthesised, integrated, and considered with other 
evidence 

3. Identify how to bring about change 
to the behaviour: the theory of 
change/change mechanism  

 

4. Identify how to deliver the change 
mechanisms 

 

5. Test and refine on small scale 

This chapter  

 

 

 

This and the next chapter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

101



1 

 

Reviewing evidence of harm to young people from homophobia and other harmful 1 

behaviours in sport and potential intervention approaches  2 

Erik Denison1*, Ruth Jeanes2, Nick Faulkner3, Kerry S. O’Brien,1  3 

1. Behavioural Sciences Research Laboratory, School of Social Science, Faculty of Arts, 4 

Monash University, Melbourne, Australia 5 

2. Faculty of Education, Monash University, Melbourne, Australia 6 

3. BehaviourWorks Australia, Monash Sustainable Development Institute, Monash 7 

University, Melbourne, Australia 8 

Correspondence to: 9 

Erik Denison, Email: Erik.Denison@monash.edu 10 

900 Dandenong Road, Caulfield, Australia  11 

 12 

CONTRIBUTORS 13 

All authors conceived this work and contributed to the search methodologies. ED reviewed 14 

identified abstracts and articles in consultation with NF and KS (prevalence and antecedents) 15 

and RJ and NF (impact, intervention approaches, policy responses). ED and RJ extracted and 16 

synthesised the data, which was checked by NF. KS assessed quality. ED and RJ wrote the 17 

first draft with major input from NF and KS. ED prepared the panels and figures, with 18 

contributions from KS and NF. All authors contributed to revising and editing the paper and 19 

approved the final manuscript. 20 

 21 

 22 

102

mailto:Erik.Denison@monash.edu


2 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  23 

Assistance with the literature reviews for this paper was provided by Sebastian Bartos (Open 24 

University, UK); Nadia Bevan, James Piggins (Monash University, Australia), and Reuben 25 

Challis (University of New South Wales, Australia). Consistent with important principles of 26 

collaborative research with members of marginalised communities and with potential end-27 

users, input was sought and provided to this research project by leaders in LGBTQ+ sport 28 

community and from leaders in the sport industry. We are particularly grateful for the 29 

information contributions from Sport England, VicSport (Australia), Rugby Australia and 30 

Victoria, Harlequin FC (UK), US Tennis Association, Pride Sports (UK), You Can Play 31 

Project (USA), and Pride Cup (Australia). Major financial support for the reviews conducted 32 

for this paper was provided by the Australian Government’s Research Training Program and 33 

by the Victorian Health Promotion Foundation. Minor and unconditional/unrestricted 34 

donations were provided by the You Can Play Project, Rugby Victoria, Rugby Australia, and 35 

the Sydney Convicts RUFC. In-kind support for data collection was provided by the 36 

Australian Ice Hockey League (specifically the Melbourne Mustangs). The financial 37 

contributors to this project had no role in conceptualising and writing this paper, did not 38 

require this paper to be written, nor did they review the manuscript prior to submission.  39 

 40 

Declarations of interest: None declared  41 

 42 

 43 

 44 

 45 

 46 

103



3 

 

Reviewing research on the health impact of homophobia and related forms of abuse in 47 

youth sport settings and potential intervention approaches 48 

 49 

Wordcount: 4910 50 

 51 

 52 

 53 

 54 

 55 

 56 

 57 

 58 

 59 

 60 

 61 

 62 

 63 

104



4 

 

ABSTRACT 64 

Encouraging young people to play sport is high on global health agendas. Sport participation 65 

can provide a range of important short and long-term benefits. However, sport settings can 66 

also be an environment where children experience harassment, discrimination, and abuse 67 

which can cause long-term harm. The International Olympic Committee and United Nations 68 

agencies have both found a lack of progress by the sport industry in efforts to prevent these 69 

problems. Remarkably, these issues have received little attention from the health sector and 70 

few people are researching solutions. Recent international reviews found no prospective trials 71 

of interventions designed to prevent abuse or discrimination in youth sport settings. This 72 

narrative review highlights the urgent need for the health sector to begin driving prevention 73 

research. The sector will need to gain an understanding of the different types of harmful 74 

behaviours in sport. This paper focuses on homophobic behaviours, which remain pervasive 75 

and have a negative impact on all young people. Indeed, homophobic sport environments are 76 

themselves a risk factor for gender-based violence, sexual abuse, bullying, and hazing. The 77 

authors examine the common and unique factors enabling homophobia and other types of 78 

harmful behaviours with a focus on research and theory that can inform prevention strategies. 79 

They conclude with a critical review of the interventions currently being used to address 80 

homophobia in sport, provide evidence-based recommendations for improvement, and close 81 

with clinical considerations for practitioners.  82 

 83 
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5 

 

INTRODUCTION 86 

Decades of government, independent, and criminal investigations have documented repeated 87 

failures by the sport industry to protect children from discrimination, harassment, and 88 

abuse.1–4 Multiple new inquiries were launched in 2021, including the American Senate’s 89 

“Dereliction of Duty” investigation into the factors which enabled sport physician Larry 90 

Nassar to abuse over 300 young gymnasts.5,6 At hearings in September, one of the victims, 91 

24-year-old Olympian Simone Biles, began sharing her story by quoting Nelson Mandela 92 

who said “there can be no keener revelation of a society’s soul than the way in which it treats 93 

its children”.5 She then said, “I blame an entire system that enabled and perpetrated his abuse 94 

… we suffered and continue to suffer, because no one at the FBI, USA Gymnastics, or the US 95 

Olympic and Paralympic Committee did what was necessary to protect us”.  96 

The International Olympic Committee (IOC) does not deny the failures by the sport industry 97 

to protect children and it agrees that discrimination, harassment, and abuse are “serious and 98 

widespread” problems.7,8 The IOC says prevention efforts are being hindered by “passive 99 

attitudes/non-intervention, denial or silence by people in positions of power in sport”.7 100 

Research by United Nations agencies2,3,9 and by academics4,10,11 has similarly concluded that 101 

the multiple commitments by sport leaders to implement comprehensive prevention strategies 102 

has led to little action beyond the creation of frameworks and ad hoc initiatives. This is 103 

shown by recent research with over 8000 German sports clubs which found less than half 104 

(39%) were actively engaged in prevention efforts.12 Similar data has been reported in the 105 

UK,13–15 USA,16,17 Canada,1 and internationally.4,10,18  106 

 107 
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Remarkably, these issues have received little profile in health journals and few researchers 108 

are looking for solutions.19 This is illustrated by a 2021 multi-lingual, cross-cultural 109 

Campbell Collaboration review which searched for published and unpublished research on 110 

interventions (eg, policies, programmes) used to prevent abuse, neglect, or harm to children 111 

in institutional settings. The authors found no intervention research in sport.20 Other reviews 112 

have found no trials of interventions designed to prevent discrimination in sport.10,21,22 113 

This narrative review introduces these issues to readers through a health lens (see 114 

supplementary panel 1 for methods). The World Health Assembly has called on health 115 

researchers, practitioners, and policy makers to help lead efforts to prevent intentional harm 116 

to children in sport and other settings.23 The health sector will need to gain an understanding 117 

of the impact and drivers of the different forms of discrimination, harassment, and abuse in 118 

sport settings which have been identified and defined by the IOC.7 This paper focuses on 119 

homophobic behaviours and the impact on lesbian, gay, bisexual, and questioning youth 120 

(LGBQ), however, as we will outline, all young people are harmed by homophobia in sport 121 

(including trans youth). Importantly, as we will explain in this paper, homophobic sport 122 

cultures are an important risk factor for sexual abuse, gender-based violence, bullying, and 123 

hazing.7,24,25  124 

Before moving forward, it is important to provide a few definitions. We use ‘homophobic’ to 125 

describe behaviours and language (eg, fag) in the same way someone would use ‘racist’ to 126 

describe the N word or behaviours which an ethnic group would perceive to be racist, 127 

regardless of intent. When we use ‘sport sector’ this refers to the people who deliver sport 128 

and ‘sport industry’ refers to policy makers (ie. sport ministers, Sport England) and 129 

governing bodies (ie, English FA, FIFA, USA Gymnastics, Hockey Quebec, etc.).  130 
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SCOPE OF THE PROBLEM  131 

Social scientists have conducted extensive research on homophobia in sport over the last half-132 

century. Consistent with other LGBQ health topics, most evidence comes from population or 133 

small and large-sample studies in the UK and USA.26–28 The evidence-base recently began to 134 

broaden with two government-backed (European Union and Australia) international studies 135 

(34 countries) with a combined sample of over 12,000 LGBQ participants.29,30 The 2015 and 136 

2019 international studies both found that 82% of LGBQ people have witnessed and/or have 137 

been the victim of homophobic behaviour in sport settings (eg, slurs, bullying, assaults, 138 

threats, exclusion) while the earlier study reported most participants (73%) believed sport is 139 

not safe for LGBQ youth.29 Industry groups also conduct international research, such as a 140 

2018 survey of over 50,000 soccer fans in 38 countries that found between 21% (Russia, 141 

Jordan) and 66% (Spain) have witnessed homophobic behaviours at games.31 The majority of 142 

participants across all countries (68%) believed sport clubs need to address this problem.  143 

 144 

A 2017 British Parliamentary Inquiry examined the existing evidence and concluded that 145 

homophobic behaviours are more common in sport than other forms of discrimination (eg. 146 

racism, sexism) and they harm all young people.32 The IOC has similarly found all young 147 

people can be the target of homophobic abuse, but that the stigmatised identities of LGBQ 148 

youth puts them at high-risk, relative to other minority populations, of experiencing every 149 

form of physical, sexual, and psychological abuse in sport.7,8  150 

Potential sidebar links:  151 

Out Sport study and resource hub (2019): https://www.out-sport.eu/  152 

Out on the Fields study and resource hub (2015): www.outonthefields.com 153 

UK Parliamentary Inquiry into homophobia in sport: https://bit.ly/2Hi4TEg  154 

IOC Consensus Statement on harassment and abuse in sport: https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27118273/  155 
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The IOC’s conclusions are supported by a 2020 paper which reported half (52%) of LGBQ 156 

young males and a third (36%) of young females living in six Western countries (N = 1173; 157 

ages 15 to 21) had been the victim of homophobic behaviours in sport (eg, slurs, bullying, 158 

assaults).33 Of particular concern, male and female participants who “came out” to 159 

teammates/coaches were significantly more likely than those who did not report victimisation 160 

(58% vs. 40%). This data is corroborated by research with heterosexual athletes in which the 161 

majority (52-71%) of teenage and university-aged males who play rugby union,34 soccer,35 162 

American football,36,37 ice hockey,38 and other team and individual sports,39,40 self-reported 163 

recently (ie, last two weeks) using homophobic slurs (eg, fag) or engaging in bullying. Males 164 

are more likely than females to use homophobic language (eg, 71% vs 37%).36  165 

 166 

International reviews have found school physical education (PE) classes are the highest-risk 167 

sport setting for homophobic behaviours.41–43 American and Australian studies report that 168 

most (eg, 98%) LGBQ youth have witnessed these behaviours42,44,45 and a quarter have 169 

experienced recent physical abuse.42,44 Unsurprisingly, LGBQ youth try to avoid these classes 170 

using elaborate strategies (eg, faking illnesses).41,42,46 A lack of adult supervision makes 171 

changing rooms particularly dangerous.46–48 However, even when PE teachers are present 172 

they rarely stop homophobic behaviours.41,43,47 In Spain, one in five (21%) PE teachers self-173 

reported using homophobic slurs with students and the majority (63%) used heteronormative 174 

language (ie, positioning heterosexual as expected).49 This behaviour has similarly been 175 

found in USA, Britain, Finland, Canada, Brazil, and New Zealand.41,43,46,50,51 PE teacher 176 

behaviour likely explains why they are the least-trusted school staff.28,41,46 This is problematic 177 

when you consider these teachers often deliver health and sex education.41,42  178 

 179 
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It is often assumed that athletes use homophobic language to express overt hate toward 180 

LGBQ people. This is rarely the case.34 Instead, as Kagesten and colleagues found, 181 

homophobic behaviours are typically used to project conformity to traditional masculine and 182 

feminine gender norms or this behaviour is directed toward children who do not conform to 183 

these norms.52 Homophobic behaviours are more common in settings if gender norms are 184 

salient (ie, PE changing rooms).10,52 This is explored more in later sections.  185 

 186 

Kagesten et al. examined research across different languages and cultures to identify factors 187 

which shape gender-norm attitudes and behaviours (eg, homophobic) in early adolescence.52 188 

They found limited cross-cultural variation. Boys continue to believe they should be 189 

heterosexual, athletic, stronger than girls, aggressive, competitive, unemotional, and risk-190 

oriented.10,52 Girls continue to believe they should be heterosexual, physically attractive to 191 

males (eg, not sweaty), inherently weaker than boys, emotional, and submissive.10,52 In 192 

addition, girls generally view contact and football sports as male domains and fear being 193 

teased as a lesbian or a “tom-boy” if they play these sports.52,53 The consistent and strong 194 

links between male identity and sport are believed to have emerged through the use of 195 

physical competitions to teach boys how to fight, hunt, and prove manhood.52,54  196 

 197 

 198 

 199 

 200 

 201 

 202 

 203 

 204 
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HEALTH AND SOCIAL IMPACT 205 

 206 

Sport participation could provide LGBQ youth with many health and psychosocial benefits 207 

which could mitigate their poor health across most indicators.55,56 UN agencies are 208 

particularly concerned about high rates of suicidality.57,58 For example, American CDC data 209 

indicates 23·4% of LGB youth attempted suicide in 2019, compared to 6·4% of heterosexual 210 

youth.55 Encouraging sport participation could be one way to address this problem. Young 211 

males (2·9%) and females (8·8%) who play sport are less likely to report recent suicide 212 

attempts than non-athlete peers (5·7% / 12·8%).59 However, Callwood and Smith60 urge 213 

caution before practitioners encourage LGBQ youth to play more sport. Consistent with other 214 

research, they found memories of homophobic abuse in youth sport, particularly PE classes, 215 

“can be traumatic and long-lasting”.42,46,60 Furthermore, both LGBQ and heterosexual youth 216 

are at greater risk of poor health and suicidality if they experience homophobic 217 

victimisation61 and sport’s benefits are lessened, or even eliminated if young people have 218 

negative experiences.62,63  219 

Potential sidebar link:  220 

Out on the pitch: sport and mental health in LGBT people (Callwood & Smith): 221 

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(19)32646-7/fulltext  222 

 223 

 224 

 225 

 226 

 227 

 228 
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Minority stress theory is commonly used to understand the health impact of victimisation.61 229 

According to this theory, if a young person is repeatedly rejected in a setting or sees others 230 

rejected for a characteristic they themselves possess (gender-norm non-conformity), this can 231 

put them in a chronic state of stress. This stress-state is theorised to reduce resilience to other 232 

sources of psychological or physical stress and this increases their risk of poor health. Young 233 

people adopt a range of behavioural responses to reduce stress and the risk of victimisation, 234 

the most common behaviours being avoidance and projecting a gender-norm conforming 235 

identity. The health implications of these behaviours are discussed below.  236 

 237 

Sport avoidance  238 

 239 

Many girls avoid or drop-out of traditionally male sports to avoid being negatively 240 

stereotyped as a lesbian,8,53,64 though LGBQ girls may gravitate to these sports because they 241 

believe they will find acceptance.46,65 In contrast, many LGBQ males avoid sport entirely due 242 

to fears of discrimination and/or an internalisation of negative stereotypes that they are 243 

inherently unathletic.47,48 The extent of this problem has only recently become clear 244 

following the inclusion of sexuality measures in population health surveys.  245 

 246 

Researchers in the UK,56 USA,55 and New Zealand66 have found large disparities in rates of 247 

sport participation and physical activity between LGBQ youth and their peers. This research 248 

challenges stereotypes that lesbians are overrepresented in team sports.  249 

 250 

 251 

 252 
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Canadian data collected since 1998 has raised particular concern. The most recent data shows 253 

gay boys playing sports at half the rate of heterosexual boys (eg, 33% vs. 68%),67 which is a 254 

disparity similar to that found elsewhere. However, there were significant declines in rates for 255 

gay boys and bisexual youth over time, while rates for heterosexual youth have remained 256 

relatively stable (see Figure 1). Given LGBQ young people are now one of the largest 257 

minority youth populations in most countries55 (14·6%) there is an urgent need for targeted 258 

strategies to address the pervasive discrimination which deters them from participation in 259 

sport and physical activity.43,47,68 260 

 261 

Performing Heterosexuality 262 

 263 

Most LGBQ youth remain in the closet when playing sport.33,47 Heterosexual youth engage in 264 

similar identity management behaviours to convey heterosexuality and gender-norm 265 

conformity. The American Medical Society for Sports Medicine (AMSSM) found some 266 

behaviours are relatively benign (eg, girls wearing make-up while playing rugby) while 267 

others are harmful to peers (eg, homophobic and sexist behaviour, aggression, bullying) or to 268 

a young person’s own health (eg, sexual promiscuity, alcohol abuse, doping, overtraining, 269 

dangerous risk-taking, avoidance of medical care).69,70  270 
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Gender-based violence researchers recently called attention to the associations (eg, 3x higher 271 

odds71) between athletes using homophobic language and gender-based violence, which is 272 

believed to be because this language is, itself “a particular form of gender-based victimisation 273 

and sexual harassment”.24 Consistent with this perspective, the IOC has defined homophobic 274 

behaviours as a form of sexual and gender-based violence since 2007.10 Extending the links 275 

further, there is extensive international evidence that sexual abuse and violence are more 276 

likely to occur in homophobic sport settings because victims may fear being stigmatised as 277 

gay.14,25 The Independent Review of Sexual Abuse in Scottish Football (2021)14 described the 278 

fear of experiencing homophobic abuse “as silencing men and boys around any experience or 279 

personal issue that the young man believes will be construed as ‘weak’ or not meeting the 280 

‘norms’ of masculinity often so forcefully imposed by those engaged in sport.”  281 

 282 

Potential sidebar links:  283 

EU review of research and practice related to gender-based violence in sport (ie, homophobia): 284 

https://ec.europa.eu/sport/sites/default/files/gender-based-violence-sport-study-2016_en.pdf  285 

Independent Review of Sexual Abuse in Scottish Football: https://bit.ly/3CxeH3R  286 

 287 

DRIVERS OF HOMOPHOBIC BEHAVIOURS 288 

 289 

Multiple reviews have identified a myriad of interconnected factors at the societal, 290 

institutional, community, interpersonal, and individual levels that support homophobic 291 

behaviours in sport.4,7,10,27,41,47,52,64,72,73 Figure 2 is a visual summary. In this section we 292 

examine the common institutional factors enabling homophobic and other harmful behaviours 293 

and then review research and theory on the individual and interpersonal factors underpinning 294 

homophobic behaviours which could be used to inform prevention strategies.  295 
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 296 

 297 

Institutional factors 298 

 299 

A recent systematic review4 found three primary institutional factors enable harassment, 300 

discrimination, and abuse in youth sport. They are “organisational tolerance” for behaviours 301 

which are accepted as normal (eg, boys will be boys, coaches know best), pressures to 302 

conform to deeply embedded behaviour and identity norms (eg, violence, heterosexuality, 303 

male dominance), and institutionalised beliefs that harmful behaviours have important 304 

functions (eg, winning games, bonding).4 The IOC similarly concluded that “ignorance, 305 

denial and resistance among sports leaders – and even athletes themselves – is often a 306 

challenge to risk mitigation and prevention”.7  307 

 308 

 309 

 310 
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UN agencies have found the sport sector is largely immune from consequences or 311 

accountability for its violations of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.2,3,74 312 

Research suggests lawmakers view sport to be inherently good, democratically governed and, 313 

thus, it is allowed to remain a uniquely autonomous, self-governing, self-regulating 314 

institution.10,11,75 Behaviours are allowed in sport which are illegal in any other setting (ie, 315 

homophobic behaviour, violence, gender segregation, trans exclusion).76 316 

 317 

Potential sidebar link: 318 

Webinars with UN agencies and academics on sport industry response to homophobia and other harmful 319 

behaviours: https://www.sporthumanrights.org/events/sporting-chance-forum-2021/   320 

 321 

National governments typically delegate their child protection and human rights obligations 322 

to national sport governing bodies, which then delegate this responsibilities to regional 323 

governing bodies (eg, unions, leagues, associations).10,76 These responsibilities are then 324 

delegated again down to the volunteer workforce which the industry depends on to deliver 325 

sport to children in the community and at schools (eg, supplementary figure 1).10,14,77 A lack 326 

of regulatory clarity, accountability, and independent oversight is a key factor in all harmful 327 

behaviours.4,14,25 Regional sport governing bodies are increasingly aware of child 328 

safeguarding, but have few staff and little regulatory expertise.12,14,25 Critically, they have few 329 

levers of control to ensure compliance with laws and policies; they rely on untested 330 

accreditation courses which coaches view to be “box-ticking” exercises.11,14,25  331 

 332 

It is critical to underscore that millions of volunteers work tirelessly to deliver positive sport 333 

experiences to children. The problem is that these dedicated individuals are asked to fulfil an 334 

ever-growing list of duties beyond sport delivery, which is itself a massive undertaking.10,76,77 335 
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These duties include promoting healthy eating, social mobility, preventing radicalisation, and 336 

most recently, COVID-19 safety.14,19,77 Importantly, these volunteers lack the capacity,4,76,77 337 

resources,10,27,78 skills,1,14,25 interest,11,12,74 and independence2,16,79 necessary for child 338 

protection work. Furthermore, action on discrimination is a low priority unless there are 339 

financial incentives.77,78,80 This points to a unique institutional factor which underpins 340 

homophobic behaviours.  341 

 342 

Unlike racism or even sexism, there is little government funding to support action on 343 

homophobia or the needs of LGBQ youth in sport settings.27,78,81 This is illustrated by the 344 

current multi-year national sport strategies of England, USA, and Australia (see 345 

supplementary panel 2).82–84 The documents detail funding to encourage participation by a 346 

diverse range of marginalised youth populations (eg, low-income, disabled, Indigenous) and 347 

programs to prevent various forms of discrimination. Remarkably absent from the English 348 

and Australian strategies is any mention of LGBQ people or homophobia. Even more 349 

illustrative, the 2020 American strategy provides research data on the low rates of sport 350 

participation by LGBQ youth and uniquely high rates of discrimination, yet sport policy 351 

makers have not included them in their comprehensive list of priority populations.82–84   352 

 353 

 354 

Individual and interpersonal factors 355 

 356 

Female sport 357 

 358 

Female athletes are less likely than males to use homophobic language or express 359 

homophobic attitudes, yet LGBQ females report feeling tolerated, rather than accepted.64,85 360 
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Girls as young as ten-years-old perceive rules of “compulsory heterosexuality” in female 361 

sport, particularly in countries where female team sport is marginalised, such as in Turkey, 362 

Nicaragua, or China.52,86,87 In rural South Africa, LGBQ females were overtly excluded from 363 

traditional female sports, such as netball (eg, no one would pass the ball).88 LGBQ females 364 

describe pressure to remain in ‘glass closets’ and abide by ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ rules because 365 

their visibility could reinforce negative stereotypes and tarnish the reputation of their teams, 366 

schools, or sport.46,64,89 Indeed, university-aged female athletes are significantly more likely 367 

than male athletes to believe that having an openly LGBQ teammate would damage team or 368 

school relationships with donors, sponsors, or would hurt recruitment of players.90 This may 369 

explain why LGBQ females who come out to their teammates are significantly more likely to 370 

report homophobic victimisation, including bullying and slurs, than those who remain in the 371 

closet.33 Robertson and colleagues91 found sports organisations similarly demonise openly 372 

LGBQ athletes because of a perception that their visibility is detrimental to efforts to grow 373 

female sports. One cricket administrator explained that “it’s a case of ‘I don’t want my 374 

daughter to be gay, so I don’t want her to be in an environment where there’s a risk that she 375 

might be gay”.91 376 

 377 

Social Identity Theory (SIT; see Figure 3) has proven useful in understanding these issues. It 378 

posits that individuals gain self-esteem through belonging to groups with high social status.92 379 

This leads them to align their individual identities with groups in which they belong (eg, 380 

ethnicity, sex) or want to belong (eg, sport team). According to SIT, individuals conform to 381 

descriptive norms (perceptions of what group members do) and injunctive norms (perceptions 382 

of what group members should do) to demonstrate to themselves and others that they belong 383 

to a desired group and not to other groups which may have a lower status (eg, lesbians in 384 

sport).92,93 385 
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Support for the use of SIT to inform preventative intervention design comes from Krane and 386 

colleagues85,92 who found female athletes are aware of their marginal status, relative to males, 387 

and seek to improve this status by distancing themselves from lesbian stereotypes. Female 388 

athletes may believe that conforming to feminine norms will make their athleticism more 389 

acceptable.64,85,94 Krane and colleagues found homophobic and heteronormative language 390 

(eg, talking loudly about boyfriends) and social bullying has a range of functions, including 391 

policing gender-norm conformity of teammates and rejecting LGBQ teammates who are 392 

viewed to be a reputational risk.64,85 This is further shown by research which found the use of 393 

homophobic language by university-aged female athletes is associated with a desire to 394 

exclude lesbians from their sport, whereas no relationship was found between this behaviour 395 

by males and a desire to exclude gay people.40 396 

 397 

Male sport 398 

 399 

Unlike females, the majority of LGBQ males feel unwelcome and unsafe in sport and fear 400 

rejection.29,43,47 Their fears are supported by research which finds male athletes are more 401 

likely than non-athletes to express homophobic attitudes27 and up to third (25-35%) say they 402 

would reject or be uncomfortable with a gay teammate.34,36,95 Sexual objectification is a key 403 

concern.95,96 Some media commentators suggest data showing the majority of athletes have 404 

neutral/accepting attitudes means that male sport is welcoming and inclusive for gay 405 

people.97 This perspective fails to appreciate that sport teams spend many hours together, 406 

cohesion is key, and that athletes who claim to have positive attitudes still regularly engage in 407 

harmful and exclusionary homophobic behaviours.34,35  408 

 409 

 410 
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Intervention designers need to consider that male athletes and coaches do not view their use 411 

of slurs (eg, fag) as “homophobic” behaviour unless it is directed toward a gay person with 412 

hateful intent.34,35,89 This is likely why campaigns asking athletes to stop ‘homophobic’ 413 

behaviours, without specific examples, are ineffective.34 Problematically, teenagers 414 

understand it would be harmful for a gay person to hear slurs or derogatory jokes but they 415 

believe this “banter” is harmless because their teammates are heterosexuals.35,50,98 Even 416 

athletes who have close gay friends do not consider that one of their teammates could be 417 

hiding his sexuality.27,98,99 This demonstrates the strength of heterosexuality norms 418 

underpinning homophobic behaviours in male sport.  419 

 420 

Homophobic behaviours have three main functions which need to be considered: projecting 421 

an athlete identity, facilitating bonding, and establishing dominance. Social Identity Theory is 422 

again useful in understanding the identity projection function.93 Hall and LaFrance93 found 423 

this identity is constructed by athletes from stereotypes about gay males (weak, unathletic), 424 

male athletes (homophobic, sexist playboys), descriptive norms (homophobic language is 425 

used constantly), and injunctive norms (male athletes must be heterosexual to be 426 

accepted).34,93 Consistent with this perspective, athletes may have trouble stopping 427 

homophobic language because it is a central component of bonding processes.54,100 Bailey 428 

and colleagues101 recently found American high-school teams use homophobic language “as 429 

a sort of litmus test to validate within-group closeness” and one teenager said he “evaluated 430 

the closeness of the relationship (with coaches) by how comfortably the coach and he 431 

incorporated homophobic language into their conversations”. Relatedly, athletes mock 432 

homosexuals (grabbing crotches) to indicate that they are actually heterosexual and that their 433 

teammates are safe from sexual objectification.35,50   434 

 435 
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Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) may be useful to inform interventions targeting the social 436 

processes through which athletes learn behaviours.102 Figure 3 was created for this paper to 437 

illustrate some of these processes. According to SCT, humans learn behaviours and norms 438 

through observation of those with high status (ie, coaches, captains). Behaviours are likely to 439 

be adopted if there are social rewards. This theory is supported by evidence that the highest 440 

status athletes are often proficient at homophobic banter.50,100 It gains additional support from 441 

research which finds the perceived approval of coaches of homophobic behaviours 442 

(injunctive norms) and the exposure of athletes to homophobic banter (descriptive norms) is a 443 

strong predictor that male athletes will engage in both homophobic and generalised bullying, 444 

hazing, and violent sexual acts such as mocking a rape while suggesting a boy is deserving 445 

because he is gay.7,14,37  These violent and aggressive forms of behaviour are typically used 446 

by male athletes to establish dominance and exert power over others through undermining 447 

their masculine identity.14,50,103  448 

 449 
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 450 

 451 

CURRENT INTERVENTION APPROACHES 452 

The sport industry’s scientists agree that pervasive use of homophobic behaviour in sport is a 453 

systemic and normative problem. In contrast, the industry frames these behaviours as rare and 454 

driven by the negative attitudes of individual “bad apples” who need individualised 455 

education.4,14,15 This framing is reflected by the industry’s policies which are designed to stop 456 

incidents of overt discriminatory behaviours. They are not designed to stop day-to-day, 457 

harmful, normative behaviours. Consistent with this approach, UN agencies2,3 found a 458 

pervasive and false belief amongst coaches that a formal complaint is required before they are 459 

legally required to take action to stop harmful behaviours.  460 

 461 
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Applying a complaint-based approach to practice would mean a child needs to formally 462 

complain about the regular homophobic (or sexist, racist) behaviour used by teammates, 463 

coaches, and teachers.104 Under existing (opaque) procedures, if the complaint is accepted 464 

then a private investigation or hearing would typically determine if a behaviour was 465 

motivated by hate or a desire to discriminate against an identifiable group.76,104 Complaints 466 

are rarely successful because hateful intent is rarely the motivation.76,104 The deficiencies of 467 

this approach are well-known in the industry and explained by the leader of an Australian 468 

sport agency responsible for child safety who said, “things have to be pretty serious for 469 

someone to report a discrimination issue. Much goes unreported. People do not want to be 470 

seen as a complainer [sic] for fear of being ostracized or making the situation worse”.76  471 

 472 

Sport industry apathy around homophobic behaviours is further illustrated by the total lack of 473 

intervention development. Instead, a range of ad-hoc and unproven approaches are used. 474 

Passive education is the most common.105,106 Dozens of LGBT inclusion manuals have been 475 

created, but they are rarely used by coaches or athletes.14,15,27 Problematically, most manuals 476 

do not explain that homophobic behaviours are illegal, harmful, and action is mandatory.14,25 477 

Instead, action is positively framed as an optional diversity activity that will deliver economic 478 

benefits to sport teams.27,78 This approach is reflected in the rainbow-themed social media 479 

posts of sport teams that contain “positive and warm, fuzzy statements about diversity” yet 480 

often do not mention the LGBT community or the harm caused by homophobia (see Figure 481 

4).78,107 The commercial motivations for these activities are further observed in the rainbow-482 

themed games (eg, Rainbow Laces) and rainbow-themed merchandise sold by professional 483 

sports teams in most western countries.106,108 It is noteworthy that National Hockey League 484 

teams have hosted annual pride games since 2014 yet the North American league has never 485 

had an openly gay player and homophobic behaviours remain common in hockey.38,109–111  486 
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Sport management researchers have published dozens of critical papers on their industry’s 487 

rainbow-themed LGBT activities.112 They have concluded that these activities are primarily 488 

marketing initiatives which deliver little benefit to LGBT people.107,113,114 Instead, the 489 

rainbow-themed activities have hindered efforts to address homophobia by creating a 490 

“fantasy of inclusion” that the sport industry is taking meaningful action on homophobia, 491 

whereas in reality, little is being done beyond “happy talk”.15,78,107  492 

 493 

Potential sidebar links: 494 

Timeline of sport industry responses to homophobia: https://outonthefields.com/sport-promises/  495 

Video: Why homophobia in sports campaigns fail: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0lrp8nBw5xI  496 

Webinars with UN agencies on sport industry response to homophobia and other harmful behaviours: 497 

https://www.sporthumanrights.org/events/sporting-chance-forum-2021/   498 

 499 

 500 

 501 

 502 

 503 

 504 

 505 

 506 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  507 

 508 

The repeated failures by sport leaders and policy makers to protect children from harm has 509 

led to a growing consensus amongst researchers that the existing systems of self-regulation 510 

must be replaced with strong, independent, external regulation with a focus on 511 

prevention.1,10,25 Concurrent with this work, health researchers need to help drive the 512 

development of evidence-based policies and interventions to shift the unique interpersonal 513 

factors supporting homophobic behaviours. The health sector should consider collaboration 514 

with sport management researchers; they are increasingly concerned about homophobia and 515 

other harmful behaviours in sport settings.4,27,115 Potential approaches are outlined below.  516 

 517 

 518 

1. Delegate child safety responsibilities to local governments  519 

 520 

World Health Organisation guidance says preventing harm to children requires strong 521 

leadership from local governments and comprehensive local and national prevention 522 

strategies which involve multiple sectors working together in the community.23 Proximity of 523 

regulators to locations where harm occurs is critical for early detection and prevention.14,25 524 

This guidance stands in sharp contrast to how the sport industry approaches child protection. 525 

It resists involvement by other sectors, and despite repeated commitments since the mid-526 

1990’s to introduce comprehensive strategies, it continues to take a reactive approach (eg, 527 

creating centralised complaint lines which are useless to stop day-to-day, normative, 528 

homophobic behaviours).4,11,75  529 

 530 
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Inquiries in Europe and Australia have concluded that local governments should be given 531 

greater responsibilities for child protection in sport settings with strong oversight from other 532 

levels of government and funding to hire child safety officers. These officers would then 533 

work closely with the volunteers and teachers who deliver sport in their community.19,25 534 

Unlike sport governing bodies, local governments have deep regulatory expertise and direct 535 

levers of control over sport clubs through their management of sport facilities, funding, and 536 

strong community connections (eg, sponsors, local media).19,77,78 Importantly, many local 537 

governments are already actively engaged in efforts to drive inclusion in local sport.77,78 538 

Australia is in the process of implementing this approach116 while the Netherlands is further 539 

ahead and provides a compelling case study. After a 2017 Dutch inquiry found systemic 540 

failures by the sport industry to prevent harm the national government offered responsibilities 541 

for child protection to municipalities.19 Nearly all municipalities expressed an interest and 542 

within a year, more than half were actively developing local regulatory approaches.19  543 

 544 

2. Develop evidence-based policies and programmes  545 

 546 

Researchers seeking to help develop evidence-based policies and preventative programmes 547 

need to carefully consider implementation. The resource-poor, voluntary nature of youth 548 

sport has made implementation challenging, even on priority issues such as concussions.117 549 

The most sustainable approaches are pragmatic, co-developed with sport providers, integrate 550 

into current systems, and externally managed/monitored.118,119  551 

 552 

 553 

 554 
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Policies need to be designed to stop the day-to-day homophobic behaviours which coaches, 555 

teachers, and athletes consider harmless. Multi-component educational strategies will need to 556 

support policy implementation.7,10,104 This education could focus on the serious harm caused 557 

by homophobic victimisation and the legal duty of coaches and teachers to prevent this 558 

harm.10,76 Case studies of criminal cases and lawsuits against sport organisations may be 559 

useful.109,110 Also important will be identifying effective methods to deliver education to 560 

time-poor volunteers who rarely read manuals or ‘handbooks’.14,77  561 

 562 

Inspiration for programmes to reduce the homophobic behaviours of young people could 563 

come from the prejudice reduction literature, though recent reviews have found most 564 

educational interventions (eg, diversity training) have little impact on behaviours.22,120 More 565 

effective approaches to change normative behaviours can be found in reviews of school anti-566 

bullying interventions.121,122 Another source of inspiration could be reviews of gender-norm 567 

transformative interventions which have successfully shifted normative behaviours in sport 568 

and other youth settings (eg, gender-based violence).10,123  569 

 570 

The reviews of school bullying and gender-norm interventions have found engaging 571 

respected young people (eg, team captains) in the delivery of education is a highly effective 572 

way to shift normative behaviours and attitudes.123–125 Involving young people in group 573 

activities designed to change their perceptions of norms is similarly effective, such as through 574 

correcting misperceptions that everyone likes homophobic language.123–125 These findings 575 

may help to explain why adult recreational sport teams in Australia which have hosted 576 

rainbow-themed pride games use less homophobic language than other teams. They used a 577 

scaled-down version of the games hosted by professional teams.126 Other research has found 578 

that LGBQ female athletes feel more welcome on teams when there are open conversations 579 
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about sexuality and restrictive gender norms.65,94 One college athlete suggested these 580 

conversations reduce pressure to conform to norms because “I think just to acknowledge that 581 

those issues are real and every single kid in that locker room whether they are gay or straight 582 

is going to deal with them”.65 Both approaches are worth further investigation.  583 

 584 

CONSIDERATIONS FOR PRACTITIONERS 585 

 586 

The AMSSM says health practitioners who work in sport settings (ie, schools) have a 587 

professional duty to ensure these settings are free of homophobic behaviours because “the 588 

creation of a supportive environment that is welcoming to sexual minorities is key to the 589 

health of (all) athletes and their teams”.70 Health practitioners should be particularly aware of 590 

the issues detailed in this paper if they are caring for young people who refuse to engage in 591 

sport or attend PE classes (see Table 1). Research by Callwood and Smith is useful to 592 

understand the long-term trauma that can be caused by homophobia.60 Guidance from the 593 

AMSSM and IOC could inform clinical care.7,8,70  594 

  595 

Potential sidebar link: 596 

AMSSM position statement on mental health issues and psychological factors in athletes: Detection, 597 

management, effect on performance, and prevention: http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/JSM.0000000000000817  598 

 599 

 600 

 601 

 602 

 603 

 604 
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Key messages 605 

• Promoting youth sport participation is high on global health agendas, however, the 606 

health sector has paid little attention to the serious harm that can be caused from 607 

abuse, harassment, and discrimination  608 

• The IOC has found these remain widespread problems in sport settings and the sport 609 

industry has made little progress with implementing comprehensive prevention 610 

programmes 611 

• The health sector needs to help lead efforts to develop prevention strategies   612 

• This work could begin with a focus on the homophobic behaviours which remain 613 

pervasive in sport and have a negative impact on all young people, regardless of 614 

sexuality, gender, or gender identity  615 

• Importantly, homophobic sport cultures are, themselves, an important risk factor for 616 

sexual abuse, gender-based violence, bullying, and hazing  617 

• Existing systems of sport industry self-regulation are ineffective to stop both 618 

homophobic and other types of harmful behaviours  619 

• Strong, independent, external oversight is needed by local and regional government 620 

agencies responsible for child welfare  621 

• The health sector also needs to support the development of policies and education 622 

programs which are effective in changing deeply embedded norms that enable 623 

homophobic behaviours to remain common in male and female sport settings  624 

 625 

 626 
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Table 1: Clinical considerations  

Presentation Considerations  

Low rates of 

sport 

participation 

and physical 

activity  

• Homophobic abuse is often directed toward young people in sport settings who 

do not conform to traditional gender norms 

• These experiences can have a strong negative impact on their mental health, 

cause long-term trauma, and deter sport engagement 

• Research suggests gay and bisexual boys are particularly impacted (see Figure 

1) 

• If prior experiences of homophobia or exclusion from school PE classes or other 

sport settings is found, young people may benefit from engaging with 

community sport providers that proactively foster an inclusive environment 

• Local LGBTQ community organisations may be helpful in identifying these 

providers, such as Pride Sports (Europe), Proud2Play (Australia), The Waterboy 

(NZ) or the local chapter of the Federation of Gay Games 

Avoidance of 

school PE classes  

• PE classes are the highest risk sport setting for homophobic physical, 

psychological, and sexual abuse to occur  

• Most PE teachers and coaches do not try to create an inclusive setting  

• Students who fear discrimination often develop elaborate avoidance strategies 

(eg, fake medical notes)  

• Memories of homophobic abuse in PE classes can be “traumatic and long-

lasting” and can have a negative impact on long-term physical activity 

• Teachers may not understand the serious health implications from non-

intervention or how to create an inclusive classroom  

• Most school districts now provide inclusive teaching guidelines  

• Changing rooms are particularly problematic and LGBT youth may feel safer if 

private changing options are provided 

Sudden change 

to sport activities 

in early 

adolescence  

• A sudden change in activities could be an indicator of identity formation 

challenges or experiences of bullying/abuse in sport 

• Gender norms become salient as young people enter adolescence 

• Girls report being teased as lesbian for playing traditional male sports and boys 

teased as gay for playing most non-football/contact sports  

• LGBQ girls may gravitate toward traditional male sports because they fear 

discrimination or an internalised expectation that they need to play these sports  

• LGBQ boys may avoid sport entirely because of discrimination or internalised 

stereotypes that gay males are inherently unathletic  

 627 

 628 
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Chapter 7 – Submitted paper – Effectiveness of an educational 
intervention targeting homophobic language by young male athletes 

 

This chapter contains the main intervention study of the thesis (submitted to the 

British Journal of Sports Medicine). The study evaluated the effectiveness of a short 

discussion-based educational intervention delivered by professional rugby players to teenage 

rugby union teams. Professional athletes are used widely by sport organisations to deliver 

educational messages about LGBTQ+ issues in sport. The Six Steps process recommended 

building off existing intervention methods that are already accepted by end users because it 

can improve the effectiveness of implementation (Michie et al., 2014; Whitley et al., 2019; 

Wight et al., 2016).  

Intervention approach  
 

There has been a lack of evidence-based, ground-up, intervention development in 

sport settings to address homophobia. Thus, it is unclear why sport organisations widely use 

professional athletes to deliver pro-LGBTQ messages. This practice may be used because of 

evidence showing product endorsements by professional athletes can influence consumer 

behaviours (Bergkvist & Zhou, 2016; Chung et al., 2013; Lee & Koo, 2015). There is also 

evidence of the potential benefits from other research. This was found by Hoffman and Tan 

(2015) who examined research across diverse disciplines (sociology, psychology, medicine, 

neuroscience) and found strong support for using celebrities, including athletes, to deliver 

behavioural change interventions because here are “clear and deeply rooted biological, 

psychological and social processes that explain how celebrities influence people’s health 

behaviors.” They recommended public health practitioners “collaborate with well-meaning 

celebrities, leveraging their influence” (p. 72).  
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The use of athletes to change the homophobic behaviour of adolescent males gains 

additional support from research conducted in sport settings. For example, one study found 

endorsement by a respected athlete exerts a strong effect on the behaviour intentions of fans 

to vote in favour of same-sex marriage in a plebiscite (Harrison & Michelson, 2016). In 

addition, Steinfeldt and colleagues (2012) have found the perceived endorsement of 

homophobic bullying by a respected older male (e.g., admired athlete) was the strongest 

predictor that teenage male American football players would self-report recently engaging in 

homophobic bullying at school. They suggested that respected athletes should play a central 

role in interventions designed to stop homophobic behaviours in sport. Their suggestion is 

supported by other research which has found the most successful athlete in a sport setting can 

exert a strong influence on the norms and behaviours of others. This is because they are 

admired role models and others closely watch and seek to adopt their behaviours (Kavussanu 

& Al-Yaaribi, 2021; Spaaij et al., 2018). Additionally, athletic performance has been found to 

be a key factor in social status in sport, which is a key factor in behavioural influence over 

others (Kavussanu & Al-Yaaribi, 2021).  

Evidence supporting the use of professional athletes  
 

A typical approach used to deliver interventions to reduce homophobic behaviour in 

sport settings involves professional athletes recording videos or appearing in photos in which 

they share pro-LGBTQ messages. For example, since 2009, Australian Rugby governing 

bodies have posted social media content annually which has featured members of the 

Australian Wallabies (national team) who verbally or visually convey messages such as those 

shown below (Figure 4).  
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Figure 5. Anti-homophobia campaign by the Australian Wallabies 

 

Other sport governing bodies, leagues, and teams, such as The National Hockey League 

(North America) and the European Football and Premier Leagues (Figure 5) have been using 

this intervention approach for at least the last decade (Denison & Toole, 2020).  

 

Figure 6. Examples of sport team social media posts 

 

In addition to above, athletes deliver education about LGBTQ+ issues during visits to sport 

clubs and or during assemblies of students at schools (Athlete Ally, 2019; The Waterboy, 

2020). This approach of in-person deliver was the approach that was used as the basis for the 

intervention that was evaluated by the study in this chapter.  
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Theoretical framework – Social Cognitive Theory  

The intervention that was evaluated in this chapter was co-designed with industry and 

this process was guided by Social Cognitive Theory (SCT). Additionally, it was informed by 

approaches used in trials of normative interventions delivered to adolescents in sport and 

other settings which have proven to be effective in changing behaviours (D. T. Miller & 

Prentice, 2016; E. Miller et al., 2016; Stewart et al., 2021).  

Drawing on SCT (Bandura, 1991, 1999, 2004), I hypothesised that the strong, public 

disapproval of homophobic language by high profile and respected rugby players would have 

a strong influence on the injunctive norms at the rugby teams which they visited. This change 

would occur through challenging and shift the personal attitudes of adolescent rugby players 

that homophobic language is harmless and acceptable. I expected that a group discussion 

would create an opportunity to correct misperceptions that this language is supported and 

endorsed by others (injunctive norms). Through changing individual attitudes and injunctive 

norms, I further hypothesised that there would be enough individuals on a team who would 

stop using homophobic language immediately after the intervention that this would reduce 

the influence of the descriptive norms and strengthen the proscriptive injunctive norms that 

are associated with this behaviour. Through changing norms, if the intervention was delivered 

in tandem with other interventions (e.g., coach training, monitoring, sanctions, effective 

policies) then at follow-up I would find that there had been a reduction in the frequency and 

prevalence that players used homophobic language and a shift to the norms associated with 

this behaviour. Figure 6 below identifies the factors which the intervention sought to change. 
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Figure 7. Factors targeted by the intervention (as indicated by red arrows) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

146



Table 7. Summary of evidence considered at each step of intervention development 

Step   Evidence and theory considered and assumptions  
  

1. Define and 
understand the 
problem 

 

 

 

 

 

- How is the problem 
socially and spatially 
distributed?  

 

- What are the primary 
factors supporting the 
problem and how are 
they related and 
connected?   

 

- Who will benefit from 
an intervention 
targeting the factors 
contributing to the 
problem? 

- What are the current 
interventions used to 
address this problem? 
What is their effect?  

 

 

Problem: Homophobic language in sport creates an unwelcoming and unfriendly 
environment. The use of this language is also associated with and a key contributor to a 
broad range of health and social problems.  

Intervention target/Modifiable factor: Reducing the frequency of homophobic 
behaviour in sport will improve sport environments for all and mitigate its contribution 
to a range of health and social problems.  

Key drivers: At a societal level, homophobic language is driven by gender norms and 
stereotypes about gay people. At the institutional level it is driven by apathy and denial 
by sport leaders. At the interpersonal and individual level, it is primarily driven by 
descriptive norms (use of language by teammates and coaches, heterosexuality norms 
in sport), injunctive norms (language is used to build social cohesion and communicate 
safety and group membership), and individual attitudes that this language is harmless 
(players believe their teammates are heterosexual, they are unaware of harm). 

Factors supporting this problem 

Although those in the sport sector assume homophobic attitudes are the primary 
driver, this does not appear to be the case. 

Research conducted on three continents finds athletes with positive attitudes are just 
as likely as those with negative attitudes to use homophobic language.  

A key factor in homophobic being used regularly is the lack of attention to addressing 
this problem by the adults who oversee and manage youth sport. Youth coaches and PE 
teachers use this language themselves and view it to be normal.  

Government policy and the leaders of sport governing bodies also largely ignore this 
problem and the harm caused to young people.  

Unlike problems such as school bullying, there has been no ground-up, evidence-based 
intervention development because of the lack of financial support for this problem 
from governments and industry. 

Efforts to address homophobic attitudes and behaviours in sport are small scale, ad hoc 
and often focused on-one off events and “activations” (e.g., Rainbow Laces games), 
passive information resources (e.g., coach handbooks), or asking professional athletes 
to record videos containing non-specific, general messages of support about 
‘celebrating’ the LGBTQ community and ‘inclusion.’  

There is also a strong focus on general awareness raising (e.g. providing information on 
the difference between sexuality and gender). Homophobic language is rarely 
mentioned when interventions about LGBTQ issues in sport are delivered.  
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2. Clarify which causal 
or contextual factors 
that influence the 
problem are malleable 
and a change would 
have a biggest impact 
on the problem 

 

Why are these factors 
the best intervention 
targets? 

 

What systems and 
structures will impact 
the intervention 
effect? 

  

 Homophobic language appears to be driven by an interaction of descriptive and 
injunctive norms with individual attitudes of athletes that homophobic language is 
harmless because everyone in sport is heterosexual.  

Boys begin using this language regularly from a young age (pre-puberty) and it appears 
to be socially learned, thus, social cognitive theory may be a framework that can be 
used understand this behaviour, how it is learned, why it is used, and identify 
intervention targets.  

 

Barriers to implementation 

Developing sustainable interventions to address health and social issues in sport has 
been a challenge for any issue, including high priority problems such as concussions 
which receive funding and attention from governments and sport leaders.  

This is because youth sport is typically chaotic, loosely organised, volunteer driven, and 
poorly resourced. These factors must be considered during implementation.  

Research consistently finds institutional support, and the support of respected 
individuals in sport environments, is a “do or die” factor in diversity related initiatives.  

3. Identify how to 
bring about change to 
the behaviour: the 
change mechanism  

 

This chapter 

4. Identify how to 
deliver the change 
mechanisms 

This chapter 

5. Test and refine on 
small scale 

 

6. Collect sufficient 
evidence to determine 
if a  more rigorous 
evaluation or larger-
scale implementation 
is justified  

This chapter 
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ABSTRACT  
 

Background: Homophobic language is common in male sport and associated with negative 

physical and mental health outcomes for athletes. Evidence-based interventions are needed to 

reduce such language and foster safer sport settings.  

Purpose: Evaluate the effectiveness of a short, discussion-based educational intervention 

delivered by professional rugby union players to young rugby players.  

Study design: Two-arm, cluster randomised controlled trial.  

Methods: Thirteen youth rugby teams from nine clubs (N = 167, ages 16 – 20, M 17.9) were 

randomised into treatment or wait-list control groups. Professional rugby players delivered a 

social-cognitive educational intervention to treatment teams. Frequency of homophobic 

language use (eg, fag) was measured two weeks pre and two weeks post intervention. Factors 

hypothesized to be associated homophobic language were also measured, including 

descriptive norms, prescriptive and proscriptive injunctive norms, and attitudes around the 

acceptability of this behaviour. The study was preregistered prior to analyses 

https://osf.io/c7tdm.  

Results: At baseline, 49.1% of participants self-reported using homophobic language in the 

past two weeks and 72.7% had heard teammates use this language. Significant relationships 

were found between this behaviour and all factors targeted by the intervention. However, 

generalised estimating equations found, relative to controls, the intervention did not 

significantly change the homophobic language used by athletes or alter the associated norms 

and attitudes.  

Conclusion: Using professional rugby union players to deliver a short educational 

intervention to reduce homophobic language usage was not effective. Other approaches may 

be needed, such as peer-to-peer education and monitoring of coaches to ensure they are 

enforcing existing anti-discrimination policies. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 

Scientific reviews by the International Olympic Committee (IOC)1,2 and American Medical 

Society for Sport Medicine3 have concluded that male athletes of all sexualities are regularly 

targeted with homophobic slurs and insults (eg, fag). This language is typically used towards 

athletes who are not conforming to traditional male gender norms (eg emotional restraint, 

aggression, heterosexuality).4 There is growing evidence in the health literature that the use 

of homophobic language by coaches and peers to extract athlete conformity to these 

restrictive norms is associated with negative health and social outcomes, including violence 

against women.3,5 In addition, this language creates a homophobic sport culture in which 

sexual abuse may go unreported because victims fear being stigmatized as gay.6,7  

Homophobic victimisation is also a risk factor for depression and suicidality in all 

young males,8 but it is particularly harmful to gay and bisexual youth. United Nations 

Agencies have issued a joint statement in which they called for urgent action to protect this 

population from discriminatory behaviours.9 Gay and bisexual athletes remain at high risk2 

(relative to others) of experiencing psychological, physical, and sexual abuse in sport 

settings. This is illustrated by international research (six countries; N = 1173; ages 15 to 21) 

which reported more than half (52%) of gay and bisexual boys had experienced homophobic 

victimisation in sport (eg slurs, bullying, assaults).10 Concerningly, young sport participants 

who “came out” to teammates as gay or bisexual were the most likely to report 

victimization.10 It is therefore unsurprising that a British Parliamentary Inquiry found fear of 

discrimination deters these youth from participation in sport.11 This conclusion is consistent 

with population data showing gay and bisexual youth play team sports at half the rate of their 

heterosexual peers (33% vs. 68%).12  
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The need for effective interventions to stop homophobic language in male sport 

settings has been repeatedly identified,1,13 yet systematic reviews have found no published 

trials of interventions designed to address this problem.14–16 This gap reflects a long-

documented lack of funding from sport policy makers for programs to address sexuality-

based discrimination in sport.13,17,18 Similarly, within the sport sector there is a general lack of 

awareness of the serious health and social implications and legal requirements to stop 

homophobic language.17–19 Furthermore, sport leaders may be reluctant to take action because 

they fear a backlash from athletes or parents.17,18 However, some research suggests apathy 

may, in part, be due to uncertainty around how to address this problem.17 For example, a 

2018 study20 found leaders wanted access to evidence-based anti-homophobia programs 

before they took action. A New Zealand Rugby executive told researchers: “I don’t want to 

roll out meaningless (educational) videos … it’s not about PR, it’s about doing the right thing 

and actually raising a level of societal change”.20  

The present study sought to provide much-needed evidence on interventions that 

could be used to reduce homophobic language in male sport settings. A cluster randomised 

controlled trial (RCT) was used to test the effectiveness of a short (30 minute) educational 

intervention addressing homophobic language and associated factors. It was delivered by 

professional rugby union players to adolescent rugby union players in Australia (N = 167; 

ages 16 to 20 years). One-off educational interventions are widely used by sports 

organisations on LGBT issues.17,18 Professional athletes are often asked to deliver educational 

content through videos, blogs, or in-person talks.17,21 The benefits of both approaches are 

unclear due to a lack of prior evaluation. 
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METHODS 
 

Study design and participants  

Rugby Union’s governing body in the Australian state of Victoria helped to secure 

participation by all rugby union clubs it oversees with male “Under 18” (ages 16 - 18) and 

“Colts” (ages 18 – 20 years) teams. Securing participation by the total available population 

was done to reduce the possibility of selection bias, which is a common problem with field 

trials (ie, clubs self-selecting out of the study).15  

Five of the participating clubs had one eligible team, and four clubs had two eligible 

teams. Randomisation using computer numbers generation, by the first two authors, was by 

club rather than team. Thus, clubs with two teams had both teams allocated to either the 

control or the treatment. This was done to ensure unintended exposure of a control team to 

the treatment (contamination) via an intervention team at the same club could not occur. 

Randomisation was also stratified by the size of club (“single team”/“two team”) to ensure 

similar numbers of single and two-team clubs were allocated to each arm of the trial.22 

Baseline data (T1) was collected two weeks pre and follow-up data (T2) was collected two 

weeks post intervention delivery to the treatment teams, with the RCT running over three 

months of the rugby season (June – August, 2018). Data was collected using a short (10-

minute) paper and pen survey at club grounds prior to team training sessions. Researchers 

visited clubs up to three times over a one-week period to collect T2 data (eg, Tuesday and 

Thursday practice, and Saturday game). The analyses plan and hypotheses were prospectively 

registered prior to the entry of data (https://osf.io/c7tdm). Data is available upon request for 

secondary analyses.  
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Figure 1 Study flow diagram 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Assessed for eligibility (9 Clubs) 

Excluded - None  

Lost to follow-up (n= 32): drop-out (n=2); Injury 

(n=12); travelling (n=6); did not attend training 

(n=12).   

Allocated to intervention  

(5 clubs/7 teams; n = 123) 

 Received allocated intervention (n=116) 

 

Lost to follow-up (n=30): drop-out (n=3); injury 

(n=11); travelling (n=5); did not attend training 

(n=11).  

Allocated to control  

(4 clubs/6 teams; n = 106) 

Allocation 

Analysis 

Follow-Up 

Randomized (9 Clubs/13 teams) 

Analysed (n= 91, average cluster size: 13.0)  

 

 

 

Analysed (n= 76, average cluster size: 12.6) 
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Public and end-user involvement  

A 30-minute discussion-based intervention was developed through the collaborative effort of 

coaches (including the fifth author), amateur and professional athletes (including members of 

the LGBT rugby community), governing body leaders, and academics (including the study 

authors). The collaborative intervention development approach, whereby end-users work 

alongside academics, is thought to improve real-world effectiveness, acceptability, 

sustainability, and scalability.23,24 Additionally, there was institutional support from World 

Rugby and Australian rugby governing bodies, which had signed public commitments to 

eradicate homophobia through implementing a range of interventions.20,25 The intervention 

evaluated for this study was designed to complement a stand-alone 2014 Australian policy 

that explicitly prohibits casual homophobic language.26   

 

Intervention Delivery  

Six professional rugby union players from the Melbourne Rebels (Rebels), including the 

team’s captain, delivered the intervention to teams and their coaches in clubhouses prior to a 

normal weekly practice session. The Rebels compete in the international Super Rugby 

competition. Delivery in-person, prior to normal practice, was seen as sustainable because it 

caused little disruption and required few resources. 
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Intervention content 

Rugby’s leaders believed the homophobic language used by their athletes was habitual, 

supported by unchallenged social norms, and a lack of awareness that this behaviour is 

harmful. Their perspective is supported by recent research.4,27 The use of professional athletes 

to deliver the education was based on social cognitive theory (SCT), a social learning 

framework often used in coaching.28 SCT posits that behaviours are learned through 

observation of others, particularly those with higher social status such as professional athletes 

(role models).28 Behaviours are more likely to be adopted (or stopped) if they align with 

individual attitudes (eg, wrong to cause harm) and there are observed and desired 

benefits/costs (eg, approval from others). Indeed, the homophobic behaviour of teenage 

athletes is strongly influenced by the perceived endorsement of respected men.29  

The intervention content was refined through practice sessions with the Rebels. The 

final approach was similar to the short, one-off diversity seminars which are often delivered 

by guest speakers in sport or school settings.15 The script (supplementary material) has been 

marked to describe how each element was theorised to change individual attitudes and norms. 

In summary, the session began with a general discussion about diversity being a core value in 

rugby and securing agreement from players about the benefits of having diversity on a team. 

The discussion then turned to questions about why some types of diversity are valued and 

others are not, and why players thought there were few openly gay players in rugby. The 

Rebels then shifted the discussion to how homophobic language makes gay people feel 

unwelcome, and shared how they personally felt when they learned that this language was 

harmful, even when used as part of humour. The Rebels supported this with statistics about 

the high rates of suicide and self-harm amongst gay and bisexual youth and explained why 

homophobic language contributes to this problem.  
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The Rebels then asked players to indicate by a show of hands if they would support a 

teammate struggling with his sexuality and if they would like homophobic language to stop. 

The Rebels closed by demonstrating simple, non-confrontational ways to react when others 

use this language (ie, don’t laugh, give a disapproving look).  

 

Outcomes  

The primary outcome was frequency of self-reported homophobic language used by 

participants. The study also examined whether the intervention altered descriptive norms, and 

prescriptive (supportive) and proscriptive (disapproving) injunctive norms theorised to 

support this language, as well as individual attitudes towards the acceptability of this 

behaviour. The hypotheses were pre-registered (https://osf.io/c7tdm) 

 

Measures  

The Homophobic Content Agent Target (HCAT) measurement approach30 was used to 

measure both participant self-reported homophobic language, and descriptive norms (ie, the 

extent to which participants perceived their teammates used homophobic language). HCAT is 

widely used in school research and does not ascribe homophobic intent to language. This is 

important because male athletes may not recognise their use of words like “fag” as being 

“homophobic” unless maliciously directed towards someone who is openly gay.4,27 The stem 

asked “some people use words such as fag, poof. In the past two weeks how often have you 

(or have your teammates) used words like these, for any reason?” Response options include: 

never (0), 1-2 times (1), 3-4 times (2), 5-6 times (3), or 7+ times (4). Proscriptive injunctive 

norms were measured using the Team Norms measurement approach.27,31  
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Participants were asked “what percentage of your teammates do you think would be critical 

of you (think or act negatively) if you” and then two scenarios were provided “made a joke 

about gay people” and “called an opponent a ‘fag’ in a game.” (0=0% - 10=100%). The two 

proscriptive items were averaged to form a composite scale (r = 0.78). Prescriptive injunctive 

norms were measured by asking participants to indicate what percentage of their teammates 

would agree “it is okay to make jokes about gay people, if no gay people can hear the jokes” 

(0=0% - 10=100%).27 Participant attitudes towards the acceptability of homophobic language 

were measured through asking their agreement with the same statement used in the 

prescriptive norm measure using a six-point Likert scale (1=strongly disagree, 6=strongly 

agree).  

 

Pre-registered exploratory variable  

Homophobic attitudes were explored using the three-item Attitudes Toward Gay Men (ATG) 

scale32 (“sex between two men is just plain wrong,” “I think male homosexuals are 

disgusting,” and “homosexuality is a natural expression of sexuality in men” [reverse 

scored]). Response options ranged from 1=strongly disagree to 6=strongly agree. The 

Cronbach’s alpha (α = 0.58) was acceptable for exploratory analyses.  

 

Fidelity with intervention script  

Debriefs with the Rebels were recorded immediately post-intervention to assess whether the 

script was followed and to gather information about the perceived responses of participants.  
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Statistical analyses  

Pearson’s correlation coefficients were calculated to examine relationships between factors 

targeted by the intervention and language use at baseline. Generalised estimating equations 

(GEEs) investigated whether the intervention had an effect on homophobic language use, and 

associated factors. The GEEs accounted for clustering of individual participants within teams. 

The analyses adjusted for size of club (1 = single team; 2= multiple team) because it was used 

as a balancing variable in the stratified randomisation.33 GEEs usually use a Huber-White 

sandwich estimator that requires a large number of clustering units (eg, n ~ 50) to generate 

accurate estimates of standard errors.34,35 Given we had only 13 teams, we used a 1-step jack-

knife estimator to avoid this potential limitation.36–38 We calculated Cohen’s d standardised 

effect size measures using techniques appropriate for trials utilising a two independent 

groups, pre/post-test design.39  

 

RESULTS  
 

 

Table 1 provides demographic details. Follow-up surveys were completed by 73.9% (n = 91) 

in treatment and 71.7% (n = 76) in control conditions. Figure 2 provides reasons for drop-out. 
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Table 1 Baseline demographic characteristics  

 Control (n = 76) Intervention (n = 91) 

 

Age, M (SD) 

 

18.0 (1.3) 

 

17.7 (1.2) 

Ethnicity, n (%)    

Pasifika  34 (44.7) 46 (50.6) 

Anglo-European 36 (47.4) 34 (37.4) 

Other 5 (6.6) 10 (11.0) 

Missing 1 (1.3) 1 (1.1) 

Sexuality, n (%)   

Heterosexual 72 (94.7) 81 (89) 

Gay 1 (1.3) NA 

Bisexual NA 1 (1.1) 

Not listed 1 (1.3) 2 (2.2) 

Missing 2 (2.6) 7 (7.7) 

 

 

Descriptive statistics and correlations  

Table 1 displays the results of the Pearson’s correlation coefficients at baseline. Significant 

relationships were found between language used by participants and their attitudes about the 

acceptability of this behaviour, as well as descriptive and the prescriptive (approval by 

others) injunctive norms. No relationship was found with proscriptive (disapproval) 

injunctive norms. 
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Table 2 Pearson’s correlation coefficients at baseline 

 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Used language  

 

     

2. Acceptability of language  

 

.36***     

3. Descriptive norms a 

 

.68*** .30***    

4. Proscriptive inj. norms b 

 

-.09 -.06 -.05   

5. Prescriptive. inj. norms c 

 

.18* .26** .19* .15  

Exploratory 

 

     

6. Homophobic attitudes  

 

.13 .23** .10 -.28*** .02 

Notes. *p < .05, **p < .01 *** p < .001. a Perception that teammates used language,  
b Proscriptive injunctive norms (others disapprove of language) b Prescriptive injunctive 

norms (others approve of language).  
  

 

Table 2 reports mean scores for all variables and statistics on language use. Across both 

conditions, at baseline, nearly half (n = 80; 49.1%) of participants self-reported using 

homophobic slurs and more than a quarter (28.3%) self-reported using this language three or 

more times in the previous two weeks. In addition, at baseline, most (n = 117; 72.7%) 

participants reported their teammates had used slurs in the previous two weeks, this 

behaviour was reported on every team, and 43.5% of athletes reported this language had been 

used three or more times.  
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Table 3 Descriptive statistics: Means (SD) for all measures 

 Control (N = 76) Intervention (N = 91) 

 T1 T2 T1 T2 

 

Used language a 

N / % who used homophobic 

language at least once 

 

0.84 (1.26) 

32 / 42.7 

 

1.17 (1.19) 

44 / 58.7 

 

1.09 (1.21) 

47 / 55.3 

 

1.28 (1.33) 

52 / 61.2 

 

Acceptability of language b  

 

2.23 (1.46) 

 

2.48 (1.34) 

 

2.06 (1.42) 

 

2.49 (1.36) 

     

Norm measures     

 

Descriptive norms a 

N / % who perceived teammates 

used homophobic language  

 

1.39 (1.29) 

51 / 68.9 

 

1.62 (1.28) 

56 / 75.7 

 

1.57 (1.29) 

65 / 77.4 

 

1.75 (1.29) 

69 / 82.1 

 

Proscriptive injunctive norms c 

(disapproval of language) 

 

4.18 (3.14) 

 

4.50 (2.97) 

 

3.43 (2.56) 

 

4.28 (2.93) 

 

Prescriptive injunctive norms c 

(approval of language) 

 

2.70 (3.12) 

 

2.85 (2.84) 

 

2.31 (2.81) 

 

2.95 (2.63) 

 

Exploratory 

    

 

Homophobic attitudes b 

 

3.16 (1.34) 

 

3.04 (1.24) 

 

3.09 (1.36) 

 

3.01 (1.29) 

     

Notes. Scale items were measured using 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). 

 

 

Intervention effects 

Generalised estimating equations investigated whether the intervention had an effect on 

participant language use, norms, and perceived acceptability at T2. Standardised effect size 

measures indicated that the intervention had no significant effect on homophobic language 

use by the rugby players (d = 0.05, 95% CI [-0.21, 0.29]), descriptive norms (d = 0.12, 95% 

CI [--0.16, 0.40]), proscriptive (d = -0.01, 95% CI [-0.31, 0.29]) and prescriptive (d = 0.17, 

95% CI [-0.18, 0.52]) injunctive norms, or perceived acceptability (d = 0.09, 95% CI [-0.09, 

0.28]).  
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Table 4 Generalised estimating equation results – effect of intervention on T2 variables  

 Homophobic lang. use  

N = 160 / Nteams = 13   

Acceptability of lang. 

N = 155 / Nteams =13 

Descriptive norms  

N = 158 / Nteams = 13 

 
Est 95% CI p Est 95% CI p Est 95% CI p 

Intervention 

condition 

0.06 -0.26 – 

0.37 

.722 0.12 -0.12 – 

0.37 

0.315 0.16 -0.20 – 

0.51 

0.388 

Time 1 score 0.34 0.14 – 

0.55 

<0.001 0.23 0.15 – 

0.30 

<0.001 0.27 0.17 – 

0.37 

<0.001 

Club size 0.06 -0.22 – 

0.33 

0.682 0.01 -0.23 - 

0.24 

0.98 0.33 0.02 – 

0.67 

0.063 

 Proscriptive  

injunctive norms 

N = 154 / Nteams =13 

Prescriptive  

injunctive norms 

N = 130 / Nteams = 11a 

Exploratory 

Homophobic attitudes 

N = 152 / Nteams = 13 

Intervention 

condition 

-0.02 -.90 – 

0.85 

0.957 0.45 -0.50 – 

1.40 

0.355 -0.04 -.066 – 

0.58 

0.908 

Time 1 score 0.38 0.21 – 

0.56 

<0.001 0.19 0.03 - 

0.36 

0.024 0.67 0.40 – 

0.95 

<0.001 

Team size -0.10 -1.01 -

0.82 

0.837 0.62 -0.26 – 

1.50 

0.167 -0.18 -0.89 -

0.52 

0.607 

Note: a survey misprint omitted question from one treatment club (two teams) at T1 

 

Fidelity  

 

A review of debrief notes suggested the Rebels completely followed the intervention script in 

four out of seven sessions. In these four sessions, the Rebels reported engagement and 

discussion with participants. In the other sessions, there was little interaction or engagement 

and the content was delivered more like a lecture, than a discussion.  
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Exploratory analyses  

Exploratory per-protocol analyses found excluding teams where the intervention was not 

delivered as a discussion did not improve the intervention effect on language (d = 0.04, 95% 

CI [-0.20, 0.27]), or other measures (see supplementary material). Exploratory analyses 

further found no significant effect from the intervention on homophobic attitudes (d = -0.04, 

95% CI [-0.52, 0.46]). In addition, pre-existing homophobic attitudes of participants did not 

moderate the effect of the intervention (condition*attitudes) on their use of homophobic 

language (b = -0.11, se = 0.10, p = 0.263).  

 

 

DISCUSSION  
 

This study evaluated the effect of a theoretically informed intervention designed to reduce the 

usage of homophobic language by young male athletes. We found no significant effect from 

the intervention on this behaviour, associated norms, or player attitudes about the 

acceptability of using homophobic language. We also found no change to the homophobic 

attitudes of some participants, though these attitudes were unrelated to their use of 

homophobic language. The frequent use of homophobic language by athletes in this study, 

and the near total invisibility of gay and bisexual players (n = 2), underscores the urgent need 

for interventions to stop this behaviour in sport. 
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Implications  

Sport organisations often use professional athletes to deliver education about LGBT issues. 

The lack of effect from the Rebel’s intervention has substantial implications for efforts to 

prevent harm from homophobic behaviours. These implications become clearer when you 

consider our findings are consistent with the conclusions of a 2021 meta-analysis of over 400 

prejudice reduction trails. The authors found little benefit from diversity training seminars 

delivered in workplaces and schools.15 Reviews by the IOC have similarly concluded that 

changing normative prejudice-related behaviours will require both strong institutional support 

and multiple types of interventions delivered in tandem over time.1,2  

 It is noteworthy, however, that the Rebel’s intervention was supported by rugby 

leaders and implemented with other interventions, such as training materials for coaches to 

help them understand their responsibility to stop discriminatory behaviours. Yet, if coaches 

were actively enforcing anti-discrimination policies, we would have expected to find few 

rugby players using homophobic language and evidence of strong proscriptive injunctive 

norms (perceived disapproval by coaches and teammates). Instead, at baseline we found 

nearly half of the athletes self-reported they had recently used homophobic slurs, most 

players reported teammates had used this language, and few strongly believed others 

disapproved of this behaviour. Importantly, this language was used by multiple players on 

every team.  

 Any failure by coaches to stop homophobic behaviours would be consistent with 

recent studies in school, community, and university sttings.40–42 Researchers found coaches 

and gym teachers used homophobic language, themselves, and viewed this behaviour as 

‘boys being boys’.43,44 This is problematic because these adults are legally required to protect 

children from this harmful behaviour.19,45,46  
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Moreover, coaches set the standards on a team. If a coach is not actively supporting efforts to 

stop homophobic language it seems unlikely that this normative behaviour could be changed 

by a one-off educational intervention delivered by outsiders.15  

 

Recommendations   

The American Medical Society for Sport Medicine (AMSSM) says clinicians working in 

sport settings (ie, schools) have a professional responsibility to ensure young people are 

protected from homophobic language because the “the creation of a supportive environment 

that is welcoming to sexual minorities is key to the health of athletes and their teams”.3 The 

AMSSM has recommended the use of educational interventions, however, in this study we 

found no immediate benefit from a one-off educational seminar delivered by professional 

athletes. Evidence from schools suggests that using respected peers (ie, captains) to deliver 

education may be a more effective way to shift these normative behaviours.47 In addition, 

coaches need effective training, compliance monitoring, and sanctions to ensure they are 

stopping behaviours which are harmful to children. Strong support for change is also needed 

from sport leaders, though this was not lacking for the Rebels intervention. Our findings, 

therefore, appear to add to growing evidence of a disconnect between the safety (eg, 

concussion prevention) and diversity agendas (eg, anti-racism, gender equity) of sport leaders 

and the day-to-day practices of the mostly volunteer workforce which delivers sport.48,49 

Advancing important child safeguarding, health, and diversity agendas will require dedicated 

research focused on identifying effective ways to close the gap between policy and 

practice.19,49,50  
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Limitations  

Further research, ideally using larger samples, would be needed to determine if our findings 

can be generalised to other types of sports, locations, or age/population groups. Although the 

frequency of language used by our participants was consistent with observational research,17 

athletes may not have accurately self-reported their behaviour. The lack of long-term follow-

up is another limitation. Some research suggests that the norms may require time to change.  

 

CONCLUSION  
 

The frequent use of homophobic language in male team sport is detrimental to the wellbeing 

of all athletes, particularly to gay or bisexual young people. This behaviour is also a risk 

factor for sexual violence and abuse. Finding ways to stop homophobic language in sport 

needs to be a child safeguarding priority. Our findings add to growing evidence that one-off 

educational interventions are insufficient to change normative behaviours. Instead, 

comprehensive, multi-component intervention strategies are needed.  

 

What are the new findings? 

• Educational interventions have often been recommended to stop homophobic 

behaviour in sport settings. 

• A carefully designed educational program delivered by professional rugby players did 

not reduce the frequency of homophobic language used by teenage male athletes or 

shift factors associated with their behaviour. 

• Efforts to change this behaviour will need to go beyond short, one-off educational 

programs and potentially include training and monitoring of coaches to ensure they 

intervene to stop harmful behaviours.  
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How might it impact on clinical practice in the future? 

Homophobic language in sport is detrimental to the wellbeing of young athletes, regardless of 

sexuality, and this behaviour appears to be a key factor in the avoidance of sport activities by 

gay and bisexual boys. Indeed, openly gay and bisexual athletes were nearly invisible in this 

study. The American Medical Society for Sport Medicine (AMSSM) says clinicians working 

in schools and other sport settings have a professional responsibility to ensure athletes are 

protected from these behaviours. The AMSSM has suggested educating athletes and sport 

participants (eg, PE students) about the harm caused by homophobic language. This study 

evaluated an education program delivered to athletes by respected professional athletes. We 

found this did not reduce the frequency of homophobic language. These results are consistent 

with the conclusions of systematic reviews of prejudice-reduction interventions. They have 

found limited benefit from diversity-training seminars delivered by outsiders. Education 

delivered by respected peers (eg, captains) may be a more effective approach, however, this 

would need to be publicly supported by coaches.  
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Chapter 8 – Supplementary analyses – Investigating language use by 
coaches  

 

This chapter reports the results of unplanned supplementary analyses of the data from 

both the Rebels intervention study (last chapter) and the cross-sectional study which 

investigated the relationships between norms, attitudes, and the homophobic language used 

by rugby and ice hockey players (Chapter 5). Given the primary objectives of this thesis were 

to understand ‘why’ homophobic language is used by athletes, and ‘what’ interventions can 

be used to change this behaviour, the supplementary analyses in this chapter examined the 

potential role of coach behaviour in the use of homophobic language by the athletes.  

Prior to this thesis, just one paper had examined the influence of coaches on 

homophobic behaviours by athletes. Steinfeldt and colleagues (2012) found the perceived 

endorsement of homophobic behaviours by coaches (or another respected male) was strongly 

associated with teenage athlete homophobic bullying. This research is just one of many 

pieces of evidence that underscored the importance of the commitments made by Rugby 

Australia to develop coach-specific interventions, including new training programs and new 

systems of oversight and behaviour monitoring. The development and evaluation of the 

Rebel’s intervention was based on the assumption that these commitments had been fulfilled 

and the interventions and been implemented. Yet, subsequent peer-reviewed research has 

found this not to be the case. This is illustrated by the lack of any mention of the harm caused 

by homophobic language in Rugby Australia’s most recent 152-page coach training manuals.  
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Analysing data collected on coach behaviour  

 

Although this thesis focused on identifying educational interventions that could be 

delivered to athletes, we decided to include questions about the homophobic language that 

athletes recently used with their coaches or the behaviours of their coaches, as reported by the 

athletes. The data collected from these questions was not pre-registered to be analysed as part 

of the intervention study because there was no reason to believe that the behaviours of 

coaches might be problematic.  

The coaches were supportive of our research, they provided us with full access to 

their players, and generally seemed appreciative of the support being provided from the 

Rebels and Rugby Victoria. Indeed, most coaches sat in the room when the Rebels delivered 

their intervention. If anything, we were concerned that coaches might bias the results through 

becoming more proactive than normal in stopping homophobic language. Our fear appears to 

be unfounded. As detailed in the last chapter, we found no evidence to suggest that the 

coaches were making any effort to stop this behaviour. This underscores the need for the 

supplementary analyses in this chapter.  

 

Methods 
 

Measures 

The Homophobic Content Agent Target (HCAT) measurement approach28 was used 

to measure homophobic language used by participants (self-reported) with their teammates 

and with their coaches. The stem asked “some people use words such as fag, poof. In the past 

two weeks how often have you (or teammates; coaches) used words like these, for any 

reason?” Response options include: never (0), 1-2 times (1), 3-4 times (2), 5-6 times (3), or 

7+ times (4).  

175



Analyses  

Cross tabulations first investigated the total number of participants that self-reported 

they had: 1. Used homophobic language with their teammates, 2. Used homophobic language 

with their coach(es), 3. Heard their teammates use homophobic language, 4. Heard their 

coach(es) use homophobic language in the two weeks prior to completing the survey.  

Cross tabulations then investigated the number of teams in each of the studies where 

at least 2 players self-reported these behaviours. Following this, Spearman’s correlation 

coefficients were calculated to investigate the bivariate relationships between the four 

language variables.  

 

Results – Homophobic language use by coaches  
 

Chapter 5 Study – Rugby and Hockey Players  

The sample comprised of all six ‘Under 18’ rugby union teams (n = 97) in the state of 

South Australia (age range 16 -18 years; mean age: 17.01 years, SD = 0.73), and all eight 

semi-professional teams (n = 146) that compete nationally in the Australian Ice Hockey 

League (age range 16 - 31 years; mean age: 25.31, SD = 5.25).  

 

Athlete’s use of homophobic language with teammates  

At least two players on every team in the study (100%) self-reported that they had 

used homophobic language in the previous two weeks (Table 1). Similarly, at last two players 

on every rugby and hockey team reported their teammates had used this language.  
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Perceived coach use of homophobic language  

In rugby, at least two players on four of the six rugby team said that they had used 

homophobic language with their coach(es) in the previous two weeks, and at least two 

players on five of the six rugby teams reported this language had been used by their 

coach(es).  

In hockey, at least two players on six out of the eight hockey teams reported they had 

used homophobic language with their coach(es), and at least two players on seven of the eight 

teams reported this language had been used by their coach(es).  

Across the two sports, at least two players on 92.8% of the rugby and ice hockey 

teams reported they had either used homophobic language with their coach(es), that their 

coach(es) had used this language, or reported both.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

177



 
Table 8. Homophobic language use by athletes and coaches (rugby and ice hockey) 

 Rugby 
N = 97 

Ice Hockey 
N = 146 

Combined 
N =243 

 
Used language w/Teammates 
 
Nplayers / Percent overall  
 
Nteams / Percent of teamsa 

 
% or teams where players used 
language 3+ times 

 
 
 

49 / 51.6% 
 

6 / 100% 
 

 83% 

 
 
 

76 / 55.1% 
 

8 / 100% 
 

 100% 

 
 
 

125 /53.6% 
 

14 / 100%  
 

 93% 

 
Used language w/Coach 
 
Nplayers / Percent overall  
 
Nteams / Percent of teamsa 

 
 

 
 
 

 20 / 21.1% 
 

4 / 67% 
 

 

 
 
 

21 / 15.3% 
 

6 / 75% 
 
  

 
 
 

41 / 17.7% 
 

10 / 62% 
 
 

    
Heard Teammates 
 
Nplayers / Percent overall  
 
Nteams / Percent of teamsa 

 
 

 
 

71 / 74.7% 
 

6 / 100% 
 
 

 
 

90 / 65.2% 
 

8 / 100% 
 
 

 
 

161 / 69.1% 
 

14 / 100% 
 
 

 
Heard Coach  
 
Nplayers / % players overall  
 
Nteams / Percent of teamsa 

 
 

 
 
 

23 / 24.2% 
 

5 / 83% 
 
 

 
 
 

34 / 24.8% 
 

7 / 88% 
 
 

 
 
 

57 / 24.6% 
 

12 / 86% 
 
 

    
Notes. aTeams with at least 2 players reporting language.  
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Relationships between athlete and coach behaviour  

All language variables were significantly related to each other. The recent use of 

homophobic language by teammates (descriptive norms) had the strongest relationship with 

the self-reported language use by athletes. Similar strength, medium-strong relationships 

were found between the use of language by coaches and the self-reported use of this language 

by the players.  

 

Table 9. Relationships between athlete and coach behaviours (rugby and ice hockey) 

 1 2 3 4 
1. Used language  
 

 .76*** .38*** .40*** 

2. Teammates used language  
 

.61***  .46*** .36*** 

3. Coach used language 
 

.42*** .41***  .68*** 

4. Used language with coach 

 
.48*** .39*** .57***  

Notes. *p < .05, **p < .01 *** p < .001. Rugby is below the line, ice hockey is above. 
 

 

Intervention study (Chapter 6) 

The sample comprised of all seven “Under 18” rugby union teams (n = 86) in the state 

of Victoria (age range 16 -18 years; mean age: 16.86 years, SD = 0.67), and all six “Colts” 

teams (n = 81) that compete in the state (age range 18 – 20 years; mean age: 18.96 years, SD 

= 1.30) 
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Athlete’s use of homophobic language  

At both time points (before and after the Rebels intervention) at least two players on 

every rugby team (100%) self-reported they had used homophobic language in the previous 

two weeks with their teammates or this behaviour was used by their teammates.   

 

Perceived coach use of homophobic language  

In the intervention condition (teams which received the Rebel’s intervention), at 

baseline at least two players on six of the seven teams reported that they had used 

homophobic language with their coach(es) and that they had heard this language being used 

by their coach(es). At follow-up, at least two players on every team (100%) that received 

the intervention from the Rebels reported that they had used homophobic language 

with their coach(es) and reported their coach had used homophobic language in the 

previous two weeks. In the control condition the number of teams with at least two players 

that reported they had used this language with a coach decreased from 5 to 4 (out of 6), while 

the number of teams with at least two players who heard coaches use this language increased 

from 3 to 4. 
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Table 10. Homophobic language use by players and coaches (Rebels study) 

 Control  
Nplayers = 76, Nteams = 6 

Intervention  
Nplayers = 91, Nteams = 7 

 T1 T2 T1 T2 
 
Used language w/Teammates 
 
Nplayers / Percent overall 
 
Nteams / Percent of teamsa 

 
% of teams where players used 
language 3+ times  

 
 
 

32 / 42.7% 
 

6 / 100% 
 

83% 

 
 
 

44 / 58.7% 
 

6 / 100% 
 

100% 

 
 
 

47 / 55.3% 
 

7 / 100%  
 

86% 

 
 
 

52 / 61.2% 
 

6 / 100% 
 

 86% 

 
Used language w/Coach 
 
Nplayers / Percent overall 
 
Nteams / Percent of teamsa 

 
 

 
 
 

16 / 21.3% 
 

5 / 84% 
 
 

 
 
 

24 / 32.0% 
 

4 / 67% 
 
 

 
 
 

28 / 31.8% 
 

6 / 86% 
 
 

 
 
 

34 / 40.5% 
 

7 / 100% 
 
 

     
Heard Teammates 
 
Nplayers / Percent overall 
 
Nteams / Percent of teamsa 

 
 

 
 

51 / 68.9% 
 

6 / 100% 
 
 

 
 

56 / 75.7% 
 

6 / 100% 
 
 

 
 

65 / 77.4% 
 

7 / 100% 
 
 

 
 

69 / 82.1% 
 

7 / 100% 
 
 

 
Heard Coach  
 
Nplayers / Percent overall 
 
Nteams / Percent of teamsa 

 
 

 
 
 

21 / 28.0% 
 

3 / 50% 
 
 

 
 
 

29 / 38.2% 
 

4 / 67% 
 
 

 
 
 

33 / 37.5% 
 

6 / 86% 
 
 

 
 
 

36 / 40.9% 
 

7 / 100% 
 
 

     
Notes. a Teams where at least 2 players reported language self-reported, used by teammates, 
used by coaches, used with coaches.  
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Relationships between athlete and coach behaviour  

As expected, bivariate relationships were found between all language variables, but 

this was only found to be the case with variables at the same time point. Across all language 

variables, the associations between behaviours at T1 and T2 had weakened or were non-

existent. For example, surprisingly, there was no predictive relationship found athlete’s 

reporting that their coach had used homophobic language at T1 and the athlete using this 

language, themselves, at T2 (a month later).  

Table 11. Relationships between athlete and coach behaviours (Rebels study) 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1. Used lang. 
(T1) 
 
 

--       

2. Used lang. 
(T2) 
 
 

.26*** --      

3. Player used 
w/ coach (T1) 
 

.62*** .20* --         

4. Player used 
w/ coach (T2) 
 

.21** .59*** .37*** --       

5. Teammates 
used lang. (T1) 
 

.68*** .22** .51*** .19* --     

6. Teammates 
used lang. (T2) 
 

.16* .72*** .12 .42*** .26*** --   

7. Coach used 
lang. (T1) 
 

.54*** .18* .74*** .28*** .61*** .16* -- 

8. Coach used 
lang. (T2) 
 

.13 .53*** .30*** .81*** .17 .42*** .23** 

Notes. *p < .05, **p < .01 *** p < .001.  
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Discussion 
  

The analyses in this chapter sought to better understand the extent that athletes 

perceive their coaches use homophobic language in two sports: rugby union and ice hockey. 

Consistent with an extensive body of qualitative research conducted in Australia (see chapter 

3), the statistical data reported in this chapter confirms that coaches are frequently using 

illegal homophobic language in children’s sport settings. It is particularly concerning that 

players on 100% of the teams that received the Rebel’s intervention reported their coach(es) 

had used homophobic language in the two weeks following the intervention being delivered. 

This likely explains why the intervention was ineffective: players experience a strong 

pressure in team sport to conform to the behaviours of their coaches (McCloughan et al., 

2015; E. Miller et al., 2016).  

It is also noteworthy that there were no significant differences in the frequency of 

homophobic language used by players and coaches between rugby and ice hockey. This 

finding was unexpected, given rugby had publicly committed to “eradicate” this behaviour, 

whereas ice hockey governing bodies have not. This adds to the existing evidence that the 

2014 commitments were not kept. This, itself, helps to explain why the Rebel’s intervention 

failed. Fletcher and Colleagues (2013), the IOC (Ljungqvist et al., 2007; Mountjoy et al., 

2016; Reardon et al., 2019), and the Australian Human Rights Commission (2015) have told 

the Australian sport industry that educational interventions delivered to athletes will not be 

effective unless delivered in tandem with the broad range of other types of interventions. This 

is an important consideration for other researchers contemplating similar types of 

intervention research. It would be better to first focus on finding interventions which 

effectively alter the apathy (behaviours) of government and sport leaders, then coaches, and 

once this is done it would be good to again try to change the homophobic behaviours of 

athletes.  
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Chapter 9 – Summary of key findings and contributions 

This thesis responded to the urgent need for research into the drivers of homophobic 

language in sport and research focused on finding effective methods to stop this behaviour. 

Importantly, it tested a recommendation, often made by academics, to use educational 

interventions to change the homophobic behaviours of athletes.  

The need for the research conducted for this PhD is illustrated by the frequent use of 

homophobic language by the athletes and coaches in the studies conducted and the near total 

invisibility of gay and bisexual athletes. Out of the 410 rugby and ice hockey players that 

participated in the studies in Chapters 5 and 7, just 1.2% (n = 5) self-identified as gay or 

bisexual on the anonymous surveys. It is statistically impossible that there were not more gay 

or bisexual players on these teams, given population data suggests up to 15% of high school 

students now identify as non-heterosexual (Underwood et al., 2020). Based on this data, up to 

60 boys and young men may have been on the teams that participated in these studies and 

were, therefore, being regularly exposed to behaviours that significantly increased their risk 

of depression, anxiety, and suicide.             

    The sport industry’s peak body, the IOC, has accepted the evidence of harm from 

homophobic behaviours in sport for over a decade, yet its efforts to share this information has 

had little impact on the day-to-day behaviours in sport (see Chapter 3). Australia’s sport 

leaders have failed to stop these behaviours and comply with Australian human rights and 

child protection laws. Finally, the Australian Government has failed to fulfil its international 

legal obligations to ensure children are safe in sport settings. Taken together, the collective 

apathy around homophobic behaviours in sport seems to illustrate the “ignorance, denial and 

resistance among sports leaders” that the IOC has concluded to be the primary barrier to “risk 

mitigation and prevention” (Mountjoy et al., 2016, p. 1124).  
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At the start of this project it seemed that apathy was beginning to shift. The leaders of 

Australia’s five largest sports appeared on national television in 2014 and committed their 

organisations to becoming “world leaders” and pledged to work together to “eradicate” 

homophobic language and all other forms of homophobia (Bingham Cup Sydney 2014 et al., 

2014). This PhD project sought to help the sport leaders to identify effective educational 

interventions which they could use in tandem with the other interventions to fulfil their 

commitments. Moreover, it responded to a long-standing gap in the academic literature. 

Researchers have often suggested the use of educational interventions to change homophobic 

language in sport, yet this had never been tested. The primary research questions for this 

project, therefore, were:  

1. What factors underpin homophobic language use (e.g., fag, poof) by adolescent

male athletes? 

2. What types of educational intervention could be used to stop or reduce the

frequency of this language in sport environments? 

A pragmatic research approach was used to answer my research questions; this is a 

common approach in social psychology and the applied behavioural sciences. I approached 

the project as though I was developing an entirely new intervention, using the “Six Steps for 

Quality Intervention Development” (Six Steps) (Wight et al., 2016) to guide my research 

process. The five papers and the supplementary study (Chapter 7) contained in this 

manuscript contain the evidence that is required to complete the first five steps of the Six 

Steps process. The next two sections summarise my findings, before I outline the key 

contributions made by this project. In the next chapter provide my overall conclusions and 

recommendations for future research and practice.  
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1. What factors underpin homophobic language use in male sport? 

My reviews of the literature found a vast body of research on the drivers of 

homophobic language in sport settings, primarily using observational, ethnographic, or 

qualitative methods. These methods are useful to gain a rich understanding of a behaviour, 

but they do not provide the statistical data needed when developing an intervention. Thus, I 

conducted two studies to generate this data.  

The first study (Chapter 4) analysed the survey responses of lesbian, gay, bisexual 

(LGB) youth (N = 1173; 15-21 years) from six countries. It investigated whether participants 

who came out to their teammates or coaches were more likely than those who remained in the 

closet to report that they had been the target of homophobic behaviour. If those who remained 

in the closet were found to be the target of homophobic behaviour, this would suggest that 

this behaviour could be explained by norm theory (this behaviour is normal, therefore, 

everyone is the target of this behaviour regardless of their sexuality). If, on the other hand, it 

was found that only those who came out as a gay or bisexual experienced homophobic 

behaviour, than this would suggest that this behaviour is being used to express homophobia 

because this behaviour was directed toward those who are open about gay or bisexual. This 

finding would support stigma theory, a framework widely used to study prejudice.  

 The results of the first study were mixed. Evidence supporting the norm hypothesis 

came from finding close to half the sample (41.6%) reporting they had been the target of 

homophobic behaviour despite remaining in the closet. However, evidence supporting the 

stigma/prejudice hypothesis came from the finding that both males and females who came 

out to others were significantly more likely than those who remained in the close to report 

victimisation. This suggested that homophobic attitudes may also be driving this problem. 

The second study sought to unpack these mixed finding; it investigated the relationships 
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between measures of descriptive and injunctive norms, homophobic attitudes, and the use of 

homophobic language (e.g., fag) by teenage male rugby union players (n = 97; ages 16 -18) 

and young adult ice hockey players (n = 146; ages 16 – 30) in Australia. The study found no 

relationship between homophobic attitudes and the use of homophobic language by 

participants. In contrast, norm measures had a strong, positive relationship with this 

behaviour. In multivariate analyses, norms uniquely accounted for almost one-half of the 

variance in language use. Based on this finding, which was consistent with the conclusions of 

a large body of qualitative and observational research, it is reasonable to conclude that norms 

are the primary driver of homophobic language in youth sport and need to be the focus of any 

intervention designed to change this behaviour.  

According to SIT (Social Identity Theory) and SCT (Social Cognitive Theory) which 

are widely-used theories developed to explain normative behaviours (Amiot et al., 2017; 

Bandura, 1999; Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004), homophobic language is being used by athletes 

because they are conforming to and, often, unconsciously mimicking the behaviour of others 

around them (descriptive norms) and because they feel the need to use this language to be 

accepted by others (injunctive norms). SCT was found to be particularly useful to inform 

intervention development for this project because it can be used to understand how 

behaviours are transmitted between group members and how norms are maintained in sport 

(e.g. over time). In addition, SCT has often been used to identify the individual factors as 

well as the social processes (interpersonal factors) that need to be disrupted by an 

intervention (Bandura, 1999). SIT is similarly useful, but it is more limited in focus and 

typically used to understand and shift the individual factors which lead people to adopt 

normative behaviours (Bandura, 1999; Hall & La France, 2012).   
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2. What types of educational intervention approaches could be used?  
 

After I confirmed that norms were the primary driver, I sought to identify whether any 

educational intervention approaches were being used in sport settings which could potentially 

alter these norms. My focus on interventions already is use was informed by the Six Steps 

process, which recommends using or modifying an existing intervention used in a social 

setting rather than trying to introduce an entirely new intervention (Wight et al., 2016). 

Building off of an existing approach may reduce the risk of implementation problems, such 

as rejection by end users (Wight et al., 2016).  

I found nearly all interventions had been created and/or were managed by a small 

number of LGBTQ+ organisations run primarily by volunteers and with limited budgets 

(Jeanes et al., 2019; Magrath & Stott, 2019). Unfortunately, few of their interventions were 

being delivered in youth settings. Finally, and problematically, nearly all interventions were 

based on the assumption that homophobic behaviours are driven by homophobic attitudes, 

rather than by norms. Below is a summary of the three most common interventions: 

 

Intervention approach 1. Passive information resources  

Significant volunteer time and charitable resources have gone into creating dozens of 

detailed (i.e., 92 page) LGBTQ+ inclusion handbooks, guides, tip sheets, or online training 

courses for coaches, with just a few created for athletes (Denison et al., 2021). These 

resources typically contained an extensive array of recommendations around how to create an 

inclusive sport environment for gender diverse people and sexual minorities.             

Moreover, the unique forms and drivers of discrimination experienced by gender-diverse and 

LGB people has generally been confounded. The total lack of intervention research, prior to 

this project, meant that the recommendations in these resources had never been tested and, 

thus, it was unclear if they were effective or could potentially make problems worse. Finally, 
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I found these passive information resources were not widely used by coaches, teachers, or by 

the teenage male athletes who were the focus of this project (Brackenridge et al., 2008; 

Phipps, 2020). Based on all of above, this intervention method was deemed to be unsuitable 

for evaluation.  

 

Intervention approach 2. Pride Games 

Rainbow-themed pride games began being held in 2001 by American professional 

baseball teams that were struggling financially and need to attract new fans (Morgano, 2012). 

Over the last two-decades, these games have exploded in popularity and they are now held by 

professional teams throughout the world. The focus of these events continues to be on 

marketing and ticket sales; however, they often include some form of social marketing 

education. I examined the messaging used in this education and found homophobic 

behaviours are rarely mentioned (Denison & Toole, 2020). In fact, teams often omit any 

mention of LGBTQ+ people and instead use broad, non-specific language about “celebrating 

diversity and inclusion” or “everyone’s welcome” (Parry et al., 2021). I found no evidence or 

theory supporting this type of messaging or this social marketing approach to change the 

behaviours of male athletes, thus, this intervention approach was deemed unsuitable for 

evaluation. However, it is important to highlight that community sport clubs have started 

hosting similar rainbow-themed events in recent years (after this thesis began). Unlike the 

professional-level games, there is now some evidence supporting this approach as a way to 

shift homophobic language in sport (Denison & Toole, 2020; Jeanes et al., 2020).        

Amateur and semi-professional sport teams which host these games were found to use up to 

50% less homophobic language as teams which have never hosted a pride game, but pre/post 

measures were not collected. The value of this approach needs to be confirmed using an RCT 

similar to the approach used to evaluate the Rebels intervention.  
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Intervention approach 3. Education delivered by professional athletes  

The final intervention approach which I found was being used widely in sport 

involved the use of professional athletes to deliver educational messages about homophobia 

and LGBTQ+ issues. The athletes did this through videos, or to a lesser degree, through 

hosting talks at sports clubs and schools (Athlete Ally, 2019; The Waterboy, 2020). Rugby 

union has used this approach more than any other sport in Australia, dating back to 2009 

(Towle, 2009). I found numerous marketing studies supporting the use of professional 

athletes to influence the behaviour of young people (Bergkvist & Zhou, 2016; Chung et al., 

2013; Harrison & Michelson, 2016; Hoffman & Tan, 2015; Lee & Koo, 2015; Steinfeldt et 

al., 2012). Indeed, researchers have found the perceived endorsement by coaches and other 

respected older men (e.g. professional athletes) exerts a strong influence on the homophobic 

behaviours of teenage male athletes (Steinfeldt et al., 2012). Given the evidence above, and 

the wide use of this intervention approach, I concluded that this approach might be an 

effective way to shift norms and began working with rugby governing bodies to refine their 

approaches and conduct an evaluation.  

Drawing on SCT, it was hypothesised that the strong disapproval of homophobic 

language by the Melbourne Rebels players would strengthen existing proscriptive 

(disapproving) injunctive norms at the teams that they visited and weaken the prescriptive 

(approving) injunctive norms. The second hypothesis was that the information the Rebels 

provided about the serious harm caused by homophobic language would change individual 

perceptions that homophobic language is harmless, which would have an immediate impact 

on descriptive norms. Unfortunately, none of the hypothesis were supported. Despite the 

careful planning, and theoretical foundations, the intervention had no short-term effect on the 

use of homophobic language by athletes, the norms that supported their behaviour, or their 

individual attitudes about the acceptability of this behaviour. Importantly there was no 
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evidence of strong proscriptive injunctive norms (disapproval from others). This suggested 

efforts by coaches to stop this behaviour have been ineffective. This was supported by post-

hoc analyses which found players on 100% of the teams which received the intervention 

reported their coach(es) had used homophobic language in the two weeks before and after the 

Rebels had delivered the intervention at their club. This suggest that coaches were both 

undermining the Rebels intervention and failing to stop the illegal and harmful language 

being used by the children and young adults they were supervising.  

 

Major contributions of this thesis  
 

This project made a range of contributions to scientific understanding of homophobic 

language use in sport and the solutions needed to stop this behaviour. These include the first, 

published review of quantitative evidence and review of research on the negative health and 

social outcomes associated with this behaviour (Paper 1). Another contribution was the 

international statistical evidence that young people continue to experience alarming rates of 

homophobic victimisation in sport settings (Paper 2). The findings of these two papers will be 

useful to those seeking to challenge a narrative promoted by a small group of scholars that 

sport is now a “welcoming” and “safe” place for gay people (Anderson et al., 2016). Another 

contribution of this thesis was the introduction and application of new theories (SIT and SCT) 

which can be used to by others in the future seeking to understand how to stop homophobic 

language being used by athletes. Nearly all prior research had studied this behaviour using 

Hegemonic Masculinity Theory (Steinfeldt et al., 2016). Finally, the thesis provided 

additional evidence, consistent with the work of Fletcher and colleagues (2013) and the 

conclusions of the IOC (Mountjoy et al., 2016) that one-off interventions are insufficient to 

stop homophobic behaviours in sport; comprehensive intervention strategies are needed. In 

addition to the contributions listed above, the thesis made four major contributions. 
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1. Strong evidence of failures by sport leaders and regulators to protect children from harm  

 

The literature reviews written for this project provide strong evidence that harmful 

homophobic behaviours are pervasive in every sport, from rugby to volleyball to 

tennis, and in every sport setting, including schools, community clubs, and 

professional teams. The reviews further found that the frequent use of homophobic 

language in sport is associated with a broad range of negative outcomes, including 

suicide, child sexual abuse, and violence against women.  

The visual timeline (Chapter 3) of research conducted in Australia will be useful to 

those seeking to identify gaps in the literature; it shows the problems have been 

extensively documented and there is a need for solution-focused research. 

Additionally, this timeline and the one created to show the regulatory actions taken by 

the Australian Government (Table 1) is useful to illustrate the failures by the sport 

industry and government to fulfil their legal duties to protect children from harm and 

take action if evidence is provided of illegal behaviours occurring in sport. This may 

be useful to LGBTQ+ community leaders and/or their lawyers in seeking to secure 

meaningful action on this problem from the Australian Government.  

 

2. Statistically validated and evidence-based causation model  

 

The research for this thesis went beyond statistically confirming the role of 

norms in the use of homophobic language in sport. The thesis also advanced scholarly 

understanding of the various types of norms that influence this behaviour (i.e. 

descriptive, proscriptive injunctive, prescriptive etc.).  
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Furthermore, the thesis unpacked the social processes which support these norms to remain 

entrenched in sport. This contribution emerged through asking different questions than 

previous researchers who have been primarily interested in collecting data on homophobic 

language in sport to support theories on masculinity. In contrast, this project sought to study 

sport, to change behaviours in sport. It sought to understand how athletes learn to use 

homophobic language, why they use it, how they use it, and who most strongly influences 

this behaviour. This novel approach was guided by the Six Steps for Quality Intervention 

Development methodology (Wight et al., 2016).  

 Another positive outcome from using Six Steps has been the creation of the LGBTQ+ 

Exclusion in sport cycle (LGBTQ+ ESC). Wight et al. recommended creating a visual model 

to understand how key factors are interacting and influencing a behaviour. This model was 

created to illustrate how the norms which support homophobic language in sport are 

transmitted from one generation to the next and to illustrate the various social and individual 

processes which influence boys to start adopting this behaviour. Each of the points in the 

cycle is an intervention point which will need to be considered during future intervention 

design (e.g. reaction of coaches, lack of awareness of harm).  
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Figure 8. LGBTQ+ Exclusion in sport cycle 

   

 

3. First RCT of an anti-homophobia intervention in sport  

 

This manuscript contains the first RCT of an intervention designed to reduce the 

frequency of homophobic behaviours in sport. This is a considerable contribution 

when you consider that a recent review (Paluck et al., 2021) found just one other RCT 

conducted in sport to evaluate a prejudice reduction intervention (anti-racism). More 

broadly, this review found few RCTs of prejudice reduction intervention have been 

conducted in any real-world setting (less than 10%), with most conducted in labs or 

other controlled settings.  
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4. Advancing understanding of the role of coaches in language  

 

Prior research has found the behaviour of coaches to be associated with the 

homophobic bullying behaviour by teenage male athletes, but the relationship between coach 

behaviour and homophobic language had not yet been confirmed (Steinfeldt et al., 2012). 

This thesis made a novel contribution through providing evidence that the use of homophobic 

language by coaches is associated with the use of homophobic language by athletes. These 

findings were incorporated into the LGBTQ++ ESC model and shown through the central 

role that coaches play at almost all points of the cycle.  

Evidence of the influence of coaches on the language used by athletes provides 

further validation of the usefulness of Social Cognitive Theory to study this behaviour. 

According to SCT, players learn anti-social behaviours from respected others (e.g., coaches) 

through observation and they adopt behaviours to gain social rewards (Bandura, 1999). The 

behaviour of coaches and the pressure to gain approval from them is of particular concern to 

athletes during later adolescence (E. Miller et al., 2016). At this age there is an opportunity 

for players to be selected for the development squads of professional teams (E. Miller et al., 

2016). A coach could, for example, remove a promising player from the field if he observes 

that selectors (scouts) have arrived to watch a game. This would be a worry to the best 

athletes on a team (e.g. captains) who would feel a strong pressure to conform to the 

behaviour of their coach. Incidentally, the best players, themselves, exert a strong influence 

over the behaviours of others in sport and harnessing this influence may be an avenue worth 

exploring during future intervention studies (Kavussanu & Al-Yaaribi, 2021).  
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CHAPTER 10 
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Chapter 10 – Conclusions and recommendations  
 

Many in the LGBTQ+ community were optimistic that it was a turning point when 

the leaders of Australia’s largest sports appeared on national television together in 2014 and 

signed the commitment to become world leaders and “eradicate” homophobia. This optimism 

is demonstrated by the $60,000+ in donations which the LGBTQ+ community contributed to 

this research project. Eight years later, this optimism has turned to cynicism and 

disappointment.  

Storr (2021) recently assessed the progress made by the sport leaders since the 2014 

and concluded that: “we are left with empty promises and a commitment which is not enacted 

and followed through.” Parry and colleagues (2021) similarly found a “disjuncture between 

the words adopted by Australian Sport Organisations concerning statements of inclusion in 

the media and a failure to support these statements with tangible action” (p. 18). Shaw (2019) 

described the LGBTQ+ community as being demoralised, a sentiment illustrated by the 

comments of Ian Roberts, Australia’s first openly gay athlete, to The Guardian in 2020 

(Kemp, 2020):  

 “I’m getting very frustrated by the lack of action on this issue and all the empty 

promises … I can’t tell you how many sport CEOs and board members have told me 

they think ending homophobia in sport is important and they want to help.  

 

In 2014, all the CEOs of Australia’s major sports signed a formal commitment to 

eliminate homophobia. They received a lot of great media attention but they clearly 

have not followed through on their commitments. I’m not sure how to drive this issue 

forward.  
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We need to find a way to get the guys who lead sport in Australia and around the 

world to care about this problem. Perhaps it would help if the government and major 

sponsors put pressure on the governing bodies and leagues. We can’t keep ignoring 

this problem and hoping it will be fixed by time (web story).” 

 

As Ian Roberts concluded, the path forward is unclear for the LGBTQ+ community. It 

seems their various advocacy efforts over the last two decades have had little impact on the 

day-to-day behaviours of athletes, coaches, and PE teachers. These efforts included the high-

profile advocacy campaign that led to the commitment by the sport leaders. It was supported 

by powerful Australians, including respective Labor and Liberal Prime Ministers Julia Gillard 

and Malcolm Turnbull and Anthony Albanese, who is the current Prime Minister. Other 

support came from high profile professional athletes, including the former captains of three 

national teams. Importantly, the major sponsors of sport, Australia’s largest corporations, 

provided funding for this campaign. It is remarkable that all of this was not enough to drive 

meaningful action by Australia’s sport leaders and their organisations.  

 

Potential reasons for failure of academic responses  
 

 Academics have similarly had little success in driving change. Shaw (2019) recently 

concluded that, “sport’s inherent homophobia has been extensively problematised in the 

academic literature, seemingly with little impact.” However, academics have gone beyond 

documenting the problem, they have also repeatedly provided the sport industry with 

intensive support to help it comply with the law. This PhD project, which provided three 

years of intensive support to rugby governing bodies and clubs, is the third example.  
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The first example was Fair Go, Sport! in 2010 (see Chapter 1). It was similarly funded 

by the Australian Government and involved academics and government officials providing 

field hockey governing bodies and clubs with intensive support over 16 months. At the end of 

the project, hockey leaders admitted that they had been unsuccessful in stopping homophobic 

language being used by athletes and coaches, yet have done little since to stop this illegal 

behaviour. The second project involved an academic and two government sport agency 

psychologists. They provided intensive support to volleyball governing bodies after a child 

nearly died from suicide following homophobic bullying. The academic and government 

officials helped volleyball leaders (at no charge) to develop education programs for both 

athletes and coaches that were then delivered for just a few years and only in one state 

(Queensland).  
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Table 12. Outcomes form intensive support provided to the sport industry 

Bold highlights common approaches and outcomes 

QLD 
Volleyball 

VIC 
Hockey 

VIC 
Rugby 

Public commitments by national governing (gov.) leaders to 
take action on homophobia in sport 

X X 

Public commitments by state gov. leaders to take action on 
homophobia in sport 

X X X 

Intensive support provided by academics X X X 
$200,000+ in Australian Government funding X X 
Staff support from Australian Government X X 
In-kind-staff-time from state gov. body X X X 

Intervention development  
Co-development with Australian Gov. officials X 
Co-development with State Government officials X 
Involvement by Human Rights agencies (state/national) X 
Co-development with state gov. body X X X 
Co-development with community sport leaders X X 
Co-development with coaches X X X 
Co-development with athletes X X 
Focused on stopping homophobic behaviours X X 
Focused on promoting LGBTQ+ inclusion X 

Outcome  
Limited engagement from community club leaders X X 
Intervention used when receiving support X X X 
Intervention used for a short-term after support ended  X X 
Resistance/negativity from athletes (child or adult) 
Resistance/negativity from parents (child or adult) 
Resistance/negativity from coaches X X X 
No evidence of change to homophobic behaviours X X X 

It is informative that the three projects detailed above worked with very different 

sports, with different histories, structures, and cultures yet the outcomes were identical (these 

are illustrated by Table 11). Despite the strong, initial support from state governing body 

leaders in field hockey, volleyball, and rugby, these leaders did little to stop illegal 

homophobic behaviours after the support from academics ended. In each case, these 

governing body leaders seemed to hit a ‘brick wall’ (Spaaij et al., 2018, 2019) of institutional 

and structural barriers. 
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Structural and institutional factors contributing to the failure of Australian 
Government responses  

 

The Australian Government has taken a hands-off approach with regulating sport, and 

has largely delegated its human rights and child protection responsibilities to national 

governing bodies. There seems to be little acceptance amongst Government officials that 

these bodies have few levers of control over the behaviours of athletes, coaches, teachers, or 

the volunteers who manage the delivery of sport in the community (Kerr et al., 2020). As 

illustrated by the figure below (Figure 1 from Chapter 1), national governing bodies are far 

removed from day-to-day delivery (Jeanes et al., 2018; Kerr et al., 2020). Their primary role 

is to set policies and run national teams (May, 2021), which is why national governing bodies 

delegate their child protection and human rights obligations to their state governing bodies. 

 
Structure of regulatory oversight of sport in Australia (from Chapter 1). 
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At the state level, governing bodies similarly have little involvement in the day-to-day 

delivery of sport and few levers of control or influence beyond mandating coaches and 

volunteers take “tick the box” accreditation courses (Spaaij et al., 2018; Storr, Jeanes, et al., 

2020). Moreover, state sport leaders are reluctant to put too much pressure on their shrinking 

pool of volunteers because they rely on this unpaid workforce to run their sport clubs, deliver 

their sport, and collect their membership dues (Fletcher, 2013). This points to perhaps the 

largest barrier to meaningful action on homophobic behaviours, and all other harmful 

behaviours in children’s sport: a lack of resources and funding. Most state governing bodies 

are run by a small pool of overworked staff with narrow skillsets (Brackenridge et al., 2008; 

Hartmann-Tews, 2021; Jeanes et al., 2018; Storr, Jeanes, et al., 2020). These staff lack the 

expertise and time to find solutions to deeply rooted, systemic problems such as homophobic, 

racist, and sexist behaviours (Farquharson et al., 2019; Jeanes et al., 2018; Spaaij et al., 

2018). 

Independent government inquiries, such as the Royal Commission on Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse (2017), have consistently found the lack of resources in 

community sport and reliance on volunteers is the primary risk factor for child sexual abuse. 

The Royal Commission (2017) further found there is literally no government agency or 

organisation proactively watching over the behaviour of these volunteers who deliver sport to 

millions of children every week. Moreover, the Royal Commission (2017) and academic 

research (Kerr et al., 2020) has found a serious conflict of interest is created by asking 

governing bodies to regulate their own sport because the survival of the regulator (governing 

bodies) is heavily dependent on the free labour and cooperation of the regulated (Government 

of Victoria, 2013; Independent Review of Sexual Abuse in Scottish Football, 2021; Royal 

Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017).  

203



Multiple reports and inquiries have outlined the problems above, yet, as illustrated by 

Table 13 (below), the Australian Government has typically only taken action on evidence of 

harm to children when it faces a reputational threat. This situation is not unique to Australia. 

Researchers have reported a similar situation in Canada, where efforts to protect children 

from harm are “characterized by recurring cycles of crisis” generally in response to media 

stories about a child being mistreated, which generates short-term public attention, a half-

baked and reactive policy response from governments or the sport industry, and then 

“sluggish implementation, and active resistance, with very little observable change” (Kerr et 

al., 2020, p. 3). New approaches are needed to fix these problems. As Fletcher (2013) 

concluded in their evaluation of the Government-funded Fair Go, Sport!, creating meaningful 

change will require deep and authentic engagement from the Australian Government, long-

term funding, and multiple interventions delivered in tandem together. Until the Australian 

and state governments start to prioritise protecting children from harm in sport and fix the 

structural and institutional problems which put them at risk, there is likely to be limited 

benefit from delivering one-off educational interventions such as the one evaluated for this 

PhD project.  
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Table 13. Outcomes of Australian Government regulatory responses 
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Recommendations  
 

In a thesis-by-publication it is common for the recommendations from each paper to be 

collated into a table in the final chapter. The table below are the primary recommendations. 

However, I have decided to highlight one of these recommendations as the most important. 

This is because of the potential for it to be used to overcome the resistance and apathy from 

coaches and volunteers in sport settings.  

 The recommendation was previously provided to the Australian Government in 2017 

by the Australian Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse. The 

Commissioners concluded that systems of oversight and monitoring in sport need to be 

external to sport and close to the community settings where problems are occurring. They 

recommended local governments should be given responsibility for child safety in sport and 

funding to hire ‘child safety’ officers. These officers would then provide hands-on, day-to-

day support to the overworked volunteers who deliver sport in their community. This would 

help them to prioritise child safety, including taking firm action to stop homophobic. The 

child safety officers could become a valued mentor, an extra set of hands, but also someone 

who can help their local sport industry understand their legal obligations and monitor 

compliance. This model has proven to be effective in Europe, in large part because local 

governments have deep regulatory expertise and many levers of regulatory control over sport 

through their funding of local sport clubs (Stevens & Vertommen, 2020). Moreover, local 

governments are increasingly engaged in promoting diversity work in local sport because 

they want to ensure marginalised groups, such as LGBTQ+ children, are able to gain the 

benefits of participation (Storr, Jeanes, et al., 2020).  
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Secondary recommendations 

Chapter 3  Research is needed to investigate the drivers and identifying effective 
methods to overcome resistance by government policy makers and sport 
managers to engage in LGBTQ+ sport diversity. It is important to 
understand the role of scholars in this process and how they can support 
and collaborate with sport managers who are legitimately unsure of how 
to navigate the complexity of LGBTQ+ diversity or how to overcome 
resistance and become much-needed champions within their sector. It 
could be useful to start by building on the work of Storr et al. (2018) who 
examined the actions that followed public commitments of sport leaders 
to address homophobia in Australia. It is important to understand the 
specific barriers to meaningful action. 

 Further research is needed to identify practical, pragmatic, and scalable 
solutions to stop the discrimination and exclusion of LGBTQ+ people in 
sport. This thesis focused on homophobic language, but there is a need 
to identify interventions that can be used to address other behaviours.  

 A multitude of printed and online educational resources (handbooks, 
manuals) have been created on LGBTQ+ inclusion issues yet there is no 
evidence that they are used or valued by sport managers. It would be 
prudent to conduct rigorous evaluations of existing materials before 
additional charitable or public funds are used to develop additional 
training resources. Many of the educational resources are based on 
assumptions of the underlying factors supporting discrimination and 
exclusion (e.g., prejudice).  

 Research is also needed to understand the nuances and intersections 
(where appropriate) in the forms of discrimination between different 
sexualities and gender identities. Broad-brush, approaches have proven 
ineffective in driving diversity changes in other settings and may 
confound and ignore the unique challenges, needs, and factors 
underpinning discrimination, stigma, and exclusion of the subgroups of 
the LGBTQ+ community. 

 There is growing body of evidence that suggests LGBQT+ diversity may 
have direct benefits to the overall success of sport teams and improve 
the experiences of everyone in sport settings. Much of this evidence 
comes from research conducted in American university sport settings. 
Expanding this research and generating evidence from a wider range of 
sport settings could be a useful approach to help overcome any 
perceptions of sport managers that there is little commercial benefit to 
act on the discrimination experienced by LGBTQ+ people. 
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Chapter 4  Sport administrators, clubs and coaches need to put in place effective, 
validated policies and procedures for sanctioning homophobic language 
and behaviour.  

 There is a need to psychometrically develop and test measures of 
homophobic discrimination experienced by LGBQ athletes in sport 
settings.  

 Large-scale, longitudinal studies using representative samples and multi-
dimensional scales are needed to confirm the discrimination that LGBQ 
young people experience in sport and better understand how it impacts 
their health and wellbeing.  

 Funding from sports and governments is needed to conducted rigorous 
research on the experiences of LGBQ youth in sport.  

 Public health officials seeking to increase rates of sport participation by 
LGBQ youth should examine the lack of regulations and policies which 
protect them from discrimination. The existence of these policies is an 
important intervention to enhance their health and well-being.  

Chapter 5   Consistent evidence shows male athletes do not consider words like 
“fag” to be “homophobic” behaviour unless these words are used with 
the explicit intent of expressing prejudice and directed toward a gay 
person. Intervention approaches used by sport organisations should 
avoid using terms such as “ending homophobia in sport” and instead 
focus on correcting misperceptions that the language is harmless.  

 Interventions used in sport settings need to focus on changing the norms 
that support homophobic language. Intervention developers may want 
to explore approaches shown to change norms and discriminatory 
language in school settings. The intervention approaches identified the 
most influential (popular) students at a school (using social network 
analyses) and then trained these “social referent” students to actively 
challenge the discriminatory language being used by their peers. This 
type of intervention would likely be amenable to sport given the most 
influential individuals (i.e. captains, highest scorers) can be quickly 
identified and researchers have found these individuals already play a 
central role in regulating the behaviour of others. 
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Chapter 6  Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) may be useful to those seeking to disrupt 
the social learning processes through which this language is transferred 
from one generation to the next.  

 New systems of oversight and regulation are needed to ensure children 
are protected from harmful discrimination and abuse in sport. A Royal 
Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Abuse in Australia 
found many examples of abuse being ignored in sport. It concluded that 
systems of oversight and monitoring need to be external to sport but 
also close to the community settings where problems are occurring. It 
recommended local governments should be given responsibility for child 
safety in sport and funding to hire child safety officers (Royal 
Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017).  

 The voluntary nature of community sport needs to be considered by 
those developing early detection, harm mitigation, and prevention 
interventions. This is because sport environments are typically chaotic, 
loosely organised, volunteer driven, and poorly resourced. The most 
sustainable and successful interventions are pragmatic, focused (e.g. on 
one form of homophobia), integrate with current systems, and self-
funded. It is also important for any intervention to require little support 
from busy volunteers who view public health initiatives as a distraction 
from winning games.  

 Those seeking inspiration for preventative interventions to address 
homophobic behaviours should look beyond the prejudice reduction 
literature. A recent review found few interventions change normative 
behaviours. A more useful source of evidence may be systematic reviews 
of school bullying programmes or gender-norm transformative 
interventions. Gender norms play a central role in homophobia in sport.  

 Recent reviews of prejudice, school bullying, and gender norm 
interventions all found that the most effective interventions to address 
normative behaviours are led by respected peers (e.g., team captains) or 
admired adults (e.g., coaches, professional athletes) and they empower 
young people to lead culture change. Using peer-led education, rather 
than it being delivered by professional athletes, should be considered 
during future intervention design.  

 Caution should be taking before encouraging LGBQ youth to play a sport 
in scholarship or practices. It is necessary to consider ways to mitigate 
potential harm from victimisation or stigma. It may be helpful to suggest 
parents and others first engage with local community sport providers to 
identify ones which are proactive in creating an inclusive and safe sport 
environment.  
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Chapter 7  Efforts to change homophobic behaviours in sport need to go beyond 
short, one-off educational programs delivered to athletes through in-
person sessions or other mediums, such as social media. This approach 
appears to be ineffective as a stand-alone intervention given the lack of 
reinforcement of rules that ban homophobic language. Multifaceted 
interventions, including effective and enforced policies and monitoring 
of compliance by coaches are needed.  

 There is growing evidence of a disconnect between the diversity and 
safety agendas (e.g., concussions) of sport governing bodies and the 
actual day-to-day delivery of youth sport in schools and community 
settings. These agendas do not seem to be supported in grassroots sport 
setting. Identifying ways to close this gap will be key to advancing these 
agendas.  

Chapter 8  Research is needed to identify the most effective forms of coach training 
and monitoring that can be used to ensure they comply with child 
protection and anti-discrimination laws.  

Additional  Scholars should ensure the LGBTQ+ leaders, and others who were 
involved in efforts to create the Anti-Homophobia and Inclusion 
Framework for Australian Sport and/or who helped to secure the 
commitments from the sport leaders are informed of the findings of this 
and other similar research that has found the sport governing bodies 
have not kept their commitments. Scholars could also play an important 
role, as they have in the past, in facilitating meetings between these 
various parties at their universities, perhaps through seminars focused 
on finding solutions.  

 Extending the recommendation above, scholars studying child safety 
issues in sport are currently working in silos. For example, those who 
study systemic racism do not seem to be collaborating with those who 
study homophobia and sexism. Similarly, those who study systemic 
discrimination are not collaborating with those who study child abuse. 
There is a need for a forum to be created to encourage collaboration. 
This could be through an international online conference or some other 
medium.  
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Conclusion  
 

This thesis has made a number of important contributions to research on homophobic 

language in sport settings. It has provided the first quantitative evidence that norms are the 

primary driver of this behaviour and that coaches exert a strong influence on the homophobic 

language used by athletes. It applied and validated a new theoretical framework, Social 

Cognitive Theory, to understand this behaviour. It generated the LGBTQ++ESC model 

which can now be used in future intervention design to understand the many social processes 

supporting this behaviour. In addition, the thesis contains the first trial of an intervention 

approach widely used in sport to reduce the frequency of homophobic language. However, 

perhaps the most important contribution to research and practice will be the detailed evidence 

that LGBQ children are being harmed, this has been reported to governments since 1997, and 

little has been done by anyone in government or the sport industry to stop this harm. Instead 

of firm action on the discrimination they experience in sport, the identities of LGBTQ+ 

people have been inexplicably omitted by governments from their national sport participation 

strategies.  

There is no ambiguity in child protection laws. Every adult who is directly or 

indirectly responsible for the safety of children (e.g. coach, sport governing bodies, sport 

policy makers) must immediately intervene to protect children if there is any evidence they 

are being harmed (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 

2017). Equally, there is no ambiguity that the systemic, normative use of homophobic 

language in sport is illegal. The “Australian Guidelines to address homophobia and sexuality 

discrimination in sport” which the Australian Sports Commission (2000) sent to the sport 

governing bodies two-decades ago says “sexuality discrimination is also against the law, 

those who allow such discrimination to occur can be vulnerable to legal claims from those 

who’ve been hurt as a result (p. 3).”  
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In 2015, the UN Agencies released a joint statement which made the legal obligations 

to take action on homophobic behaviours even clearer: “failure to uphold the human rights of 

LGBTI people and protect them against abuses such as violence and discriminatory laws and 

practices, constitute serious violations of international human rights law and have a far-

reaching impact on society” (United Nations Human Rights Commission, 2015).  

It is unclear why child protection and anti-discrimination laws can be ignored by sport 

policy makers, governing bodies, coaches, PE teachers, and others in sport without 

consequence. This is not a uniquely Australian problem nor is it limited to homophobic 

behaviours, with evidence that all harmful behaviours (racism, sexism, sexual abuse) are 

being ignored in sport settings in New Zealand, Canada, the UK, and throughout the EU 

(Kerr et al., 2020; Mergaert et al., 2016; Phipps, 2020). Finding solutions to this global 

problem needs to be the focus of all future research investigating ways to end homophobia in 

sport.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

212



Appendices  
 

Appendix 1 – Survey 
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Appendix 2 – Review of research on behaviours  
  

Objective of Systematic Review  

The review aimed to answer the following questions 

1. To what extent do LGB people experience prejudice and discrimination in sport? 

2. What is the strength of the empirical evidence of prejudice and discrimination 

toward sexual minorities in sport? 

3. Are there gaps in the evidence, such as in relation to sub-sets of the LGB 

population? 

Search method 

Searches were conducted using EBSCO (incl. SPORTDiscus), ProQuest, and Web of 

Science databases. Searches were also conducted using Google Scholar and Google, with the 

first 20 pages of results from each search engine reviewed. No time limit was used. 

Research repositories managed by governments were also searched (e.g. Australian 

Clearinghouse for Sport, Canadian Sport Information Resource Centre) along with the 

resource sections of large sport-related LGBTQ+ organisations (e.g. Federation of Gay 

Games, Stonewall, Fare Network). Key researchers in the field were also sent the final 

inclusion list and asked to identify studies missed. 

The search subject terms used are a combination of the following: (attitudes OR 

beliefs OR stereotype* OR hostility OR comfort OR antigay OR homophob* OR 

discrimination OR abuse OR stigma OR prejudice OR homonegati* OR heterosexi*) AND 

(gay OR lesbian OR bisexual OR LGB* OR "sexual minority") AND (sport* OR athlet* OR 

"Physical Education" OR Gym OR "physical exercise") AND (survey OR research OR study 

OR statistics OR investigation OR examination). 

Types of studies included 

A. Research conducted in English 
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B. Studies which contain empirical measures of prejudice and discrimination toward 

or experienced by sexual minorities (lesbian, gay, bisexual) in sport. 

Main outcome(s) 

A. Empirical measurements of prejudicial attitudes against LGB people in sport 

contexts. 

B. Empirical measurements of discriminatory behaviour against LGB people in sport 

contexts. 

Data extraction (selection and coding) 

PRISMA guidelines were used to guide selection and extraction. Records identified 

via database searches or other sources were first subjected to title and abstract screening by 

one reviewer. Full text articles were then screened by a second two reviewers (author of this 

thesis and a research assistant). All discrepancies were resolved by discussion. 

Data was extracted from all included studies using a standardised template by the 

author of this thesis, then checked for accuracy through random selection by the second 

reviewer. Extracted information included: author(s), year of publication, journal name, 

publication title, type of publication (e.g. peer reviewed journal article, book, government 

report), country/region, sample size and characteristics (e.g. age, gender/sex, sexuality), 

sport(s) examined (e.g. rugby, soccer), study design, measures used (including information 

about validation), definitions and measures used for prejudice and discrimination, prevalence 

statistics (e.g. percentages, mean scores), and uncertainty information (e.g. 95% confidence 

intervals, standard errors). 
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Appendix 3 – Review of research on interventions 
 

Objective of Systematic Review  

The review aimed to answer the following questions 

1. What methods are currently being used in western countries to address homophobic 

behaviour in team sport settings?  

2. What is the impact or effect of current methods?  

3. Are there gaps in the evidence?  

Search method 

Searches were conducted using EBSCO (incl. SPORTDiscus), ProQuest, and Web of 

Science databases. Searches will also be conducted using Google Scholar and Google, with 

the first 20 pages of results from each search engine reviewed. No time limit was used. 

Research repositories managed by governments were also searched (e.g. Australian 

Clearinghouse for Sport, Canadian Sport Information Resource Centre) along with the 

resource sections of large sport-related LGBTQ+ organisations (e.g. Federation of Gay 

Games, Stonewall, Fare Network).  

The search subject terms used are a combination of the following: (antigay OR 

homophob* OR discrimination OR abuse OR stigma OR prejudice OR homonegati* OR 

heterosexi*) AND (gay OR lesbian OR bisexual OR LGB* OR "sexual minority") AND 

(sport* OR athlet* OR "Physical Education" OR Gym OR "physical exercise") AND 

(educat* OR intervention OR training OR course). 

Key researchers in the field were also contacted, as well as key advocacy 

organisations and government agencies, and asked if they were aware of any research or 

studies. This list included various Victorian government agencies, Sport Australia, ViaSport 

(Canada), Sport England, Pride Sport (UK), Pride Cup, Canadian Association for the 

Advancement of Women and Sport, You Can Play, and Athlete Ally.  
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Types of studies and evidence included 

A. Research conducted in English 

B. Published studies which empirically measures changes to homophobic behaviours 

in sport from the intervention. 

Main outcome(s) 

A. Empirical measurements of change to discriminatory behaviour against LGB 

people in sport contexts. 

Data extraction (selection and coding) 

PRISMA guidelines were used to guide selection and extraction. Records identified 

via database searches or other sources were subjected to title and abstract screening by the 

author of this thesis. No studies were found, thus there was no need for data extraction.  
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Appendix 4 – Intervention script 
 
Section Purpose Content 

Introduction Introduce topic of 
diversity and how it 
relates to growing the 
sport, identify leaders 
in the group 

- Share that you are there to ask for their help to 
make the game even better 

- Grow participation, make all feel welcome 

 

Share that you are there to ask for their help to 
make the game even better, grow participation, 
make all feel welcome 

Questions: 
 Does everyone want to grow the 

sport?  
 Do you want everyone to feel 

welcome to play the game?  

Section 1 Establish the value of 
diversity in rugby to 
team 
performance/cohesion. 
Demonstrate 
acceptable forms of 
banter through 
traditional rugby 
stereotypes (back line 
players are fast and 
stylish; forwards are 
slow and like to eat)  

Questions: 
 Where are people from? (Samoa, 

NZ, Aus) 
 Who is the fastest in the room?  
 Who is the joker?  
 Who is the best prop?  
 What would happen if everyone was 

a prop? Wing? Good team? 
 Why is diversity better?  
 How does it help? 

 

Critical: Make point that a good team is diverse. 
Strong evidence that diverse teams are better. 

 

Section 2 Introduce how 
homophobic language 
use, or any 
discriminatory banter, 
is counterproductive 
to diversity. Educate 
about the harm. Role 
model disapproval. 
Highlight 
misperception that 
everyone approves of 

- Share personal stories about how language made 
you feel unwelcome and how you used the 
language yourself; express regret  

- Highlight how racist language is not as common 
anymore but homophobic is (potential questions: 
has anyone experienced racist language? How did 
it feel)  

- Talk about homophobic being harmful (5x higher 
suicide) 
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language to shift 
norms.  

- Ask if anyone would want to harm their 
teammate? 

 

Critical: How many of you would support a 
mate if he was struggling and thinking of leaving 
team or hurting himself?  (raise hands)   

 

Conclusion Teach new ways to 
react negatively to 
language used by 
others, build 
confidence to react 
negatively in future 

- The easiest thing you can do is stop language is 
not react 

- If you hear something, don’t laugh, give a frown  

- If you feel confident you can say something  

- Demonstrate how to do this  

 

Let’s make rugby the best sport.  
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Appendix 5 - Per-Protocol Analysis Results – Intervention  
 
Generalised estimating equation results - effect of intervention on T2 dependent variables 

Per-Protocol – excluded data from teams where discussion did not occur as planned 

 Homophobic lang. use  
N = 128 / Nteams = 10   

Acceptability of lang. 
N = 127 / Nteams =10 

Descriptive norms  
N = 127 / Nteams = 10 

 Est 95% CI p Est 95% CI p Est 95% CI p 

Intervention 
condition 

0.05 -0.24 – 
0.33 

.749 0.17 -0.04 – 
0.38 

0.117 0.19 -0.19 – 
0.56 

0.331 

Time 1 score 0.37 0.17– 
0.56 

<0.001 0.21 -0.12 – 
0.29 

<0.001 0.29 0.20 – 
0.37 

<0.001 

Club size 0.17 -0.10 – 
0.44 

0.214 0.05 -0.18 - 
0.28 

0.677 0.33 -0.16 – 
0.82 

0.183 

Cohens d 0.04 -.20 - 
.27 

 0.13 -0.03 – 
0.29 

 0.15 -0.15 – 
0.44 

 

 Proscriptive  
injunctive norms 

N = 125 / Nteams =10 

Prescriptive  
injunctive norms 

N = 107 / Nteams = 9a 

Exploratory 
Homophobic Attitudes 
N = 118 / Nteams = 10 

Intervention 
condition 

-0.03 -.83 – 
0.88 

0.951 0.49 -0.40 – 
1.38 

0.279 -0.10 -2.11 – 
1.92 

0.925 

Time 1 score 0.34 0.14 – 
0.53 

<0.001 0.20 0.03 - 
0.37 

0.024 0.66 -1.60 – 
2.91 

0.568 

Team size -0.27 -1.50 -
0.96 

0.671 0.56 -0.12 – 
1.23 

0.108 -0.09 -1.96 -
1.78 

0.924 

Cohens d 0.01 -0.29 – 
0.30 

 0.19 -0.15 – 
0.53 

 -0.08 -1.67 –  
1.52 

 

Note: asurvey misprint omitted question from one treatment club (two teams) at T1 
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