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Executive Summary 

Safe Sport International (SSI) has released a discussion paper advocating for the creation of an 
international framework to guide sports organisations in making decisions about the 
representation of individuals with criminal, civil or disciplinary records related to abuse. This 
paper addresses a gap in existing guidance, particularly highlighted by recent high-profile cases.  

This paper: 

1. Calls for an international framework on athlete representation following abuse-related 
convictions, and/or safeguarding investigations. 

2. Prioritises the profound impact on victims/survivors, their families, the wider public and 
other affected persons in decision making. 

3. Highlights the importance of establishing clear protocols and risk assessment and 
management procedures across all regulatory and sports event bodies. 

4. Calls for involvement of specialists in public protection, safeguarding, and effective risk 
management in decision-making processes. 

5. Considers existing legislation and risk assessment practices, highlighting the need for 
consistent and transparent decision-making processes. 

6. Calls for sports bodies and event organisers to demonstrate institutional courage in their 
handling of complex situations. 

7. Outlines specific steps sports organisations can follow when considering the 
reintroduction or advancement of individuals with abuse-related records, ensuring 
decisions are informed by specialist input and evidence-based practices. 

SSI recognises the potential psychological impact of engaging in this work and advocates for 
self-care and professional support for those involved with this topic. 

Call to Action: 

SSI urges collaboration among athletes, sports organisations, policymakers, and researchers to 
assist in developing comprehensive international guidance. This framework should ensure that 
decisions about participation are made thoughtfully, consistently, and with the welfare of all in mind. 

SSI invites feedback and engagement from all interested parties as it works 
towards establishing an international framework and guidance in this area.  
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Introduction  
Safe Sport International is a firm believer that everyone has the right to participate in sport in a 
safe and enjoyable environment. We understand the value of sport in society and the profoundly 
positive impact it has on people’s lives—it is unacceptable that anyone should be deprived of their 
right to enjoy sport safely. Organisations must take all measures necessary to ensure every 
individual, regardless of background or circumstance, can participate in sport without fear of 
inter-personal violence, abuse or harassment. This includes continually evolving standards, 
guidance, policy, and practice for keeping everyone, everywhere safe in sport.  

The current situation involving an athlete with a criminal record for sexual offences against a 
child representing the Netherlands at the Paris 2024 Olympics has highlighted a gap in guidance 
or a framework to refer to in ensuring a safe environment is created and maintained for all. 

In recent years there has been increased media and sport attention drawn to the cases of 
individuals in powerful administrative roles and athletes/players competing at elite level, who are 
accused of and/ found guilty of serious violent (including psychological violence/coercive 
control) or sexual offences (either by the criminal justice system or other forms of legal 
proceedings). In this document we highlight a number of key considerations specifically in 
situations where individuals with criminal and / or disciplinary records related to the abuse of 
others may be representing a regional, national or international body at a competitive or sporting 
event.  

For victims/survivors who have been subject to abuse or harm there must be appropriate 
recognition, response, reporting and remedy that is trauma informed and person centred. In 
addition, offences involving crimes against children or against adults experiencing any form of 
permanent or temporary/transient vulnerability often raise strong feelings in those indirectly 
affected such as families, colleagues and friends, and the wider public. Organisational responses 
at all stages must recognise the widespread impact of trauma, follow accepted good practice 
and evidence, and be managed differently from sport integrity breaches such as anti-doping, anti-
corruption and other sports disciplinary matters. 
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Scope of this discussion paper 

Currently there is no internationally recognised guidance or framework to refer to when making 
decisions about representation by athletes and other members of a sports organisation for 
people with criminal or disciplinary records related to the abuse of others. 

This paper is a starting point for discussion in the field. It aims to focus on the major gaps in 
dealing with risks related to membership of sports organisations (at all levels but with particular 
focus on higher levels) and about the need for clear guidance on  representation of athletes and 
other sport organisation members with relevant criminal convictions, investigations and sport 
disciplinary sanctions. As such the paper can offer guidance for sports organisations and is 
another step forward in the development of a holistic set of international standards for 
supporting safeguarding in sport. 

Its scope includes athletes and other members of organisations, however it is not intended to 
cover those subject to safe recruitment policies and safeguarding case management systems 
(such as individuals in paid/ unpaid roles in education, training, supervising and caring for 
others). 

Current situation  

Existing legislation and guidance primarily focus on safe recruitment to paid and volunteer roles 
which involve working with children and so-called ‘vulnerable adults’ or ‘adults at risk’. This 
includes (but is not limited to) those in leadership, management, supervisory, training, coaching 
and welfare roles within sports organisations.  

As stated, there is no internationally recognised guidance which addresses the issue of 
individuals who may be representing their regions, or countries, at national or international events, 
where their relevant convictions, investigations and/or disciplinary sanctions from sport bodies 
related to the abuse of others may pose safeguarding risks, reputational risks to the sport and to 
event organisers, and cause potential trauma to other participants, particularly to 
survivors/victims of interpersonal violence, harassment or bullying inside or outside of sport. One 
example of guidance at the national level is the UK’s 2021 guidance for National Governing 
Bodies of Sport, which was jointly developed by the National Association for the 
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Care and Resettlement of Offenders (NACRO) and the NSPCC Child Protection in Sport Unit. 

There can be a lack of clarity about thresholds for taking appropriate action based on the 
different thresholds for criminal convictions (based on beyond reasonable doubt), safeguarding 
processes (generally based on balance of probability), and disciplinary processes (generally 
based on either balance of probability or ‘comfortable satisfaction’). 

The identified gaps and inconsistencies in guidance, policy and procedures create inconsistency 
of practice and raise a range of: 

1) Safeguarding concerns 
2) Moral and ethical concerns 
3) Concerns about reputational risks to individuals, sport organisations, and sponsors 
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Towards an International Framework 
Safe Sport International recognises that an international framework will be of benefit in ensuring 
fair and consistent decision-making in respect of those persons who have criminal, civil or 
disciplinary records related to safeguarding while prioritising athlete welfare, victim/survivor 
wellbeing, teams and sports integrity, and public safety. 

SSI believe that representation in sport, especially at elite levels, is a privilege that comes with 
responsibilities. Sports bodies and event organisers must demonstrate institutional courage in 
their handling of complex situations – there are some situations where individual participation in 
an event as an athlete, coach or other role should be deemed unacceptable,  

An evidence and best practice informed debate is needed to attempt to reach a consensus about 
the approach that sports bodies should take regarding decisions about participation in sport. 
Consideration should be given to the rights of all individuals affected, the trauma caused to 
victims/survivors of abuse and their families by the participation of sexual and violent offenders 
in elite sport, the privilege of being chosen to represent your club, region or nation, the media 
attention on elite athletes, particularly surrounding major events, and how other victims and 
survivors might be deterred or excluded from sport. 

Approach 

We call on sports organisations and sport events’ organisers and hosts to develop and follow 
ethical principles, protocols, and to agree respective roles and responsibilities when evaluating an 
individual’s return to sport following a criminal conviction or sport disciplinary sanction relating to 
safeguarding and safe sport.  

The following principles are offered as a starting point: 

• Safety: Ensure the safety of all individuals, staff, volunteers and the public 

• Remedy: Respect for survivors/victims of abuse and support for healing 

• Fairness: Provide an equitable process for evaluation and decision-making 

• Rehabilitation: Support the person of concern’s treatment, rehabilitation and reintegration 
where appropriate 
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• Integrity: Maintain the integrity and reputation of the sport/organisation 

• Transparency: Communicate decisions and rationale clearly to all stakeholders  

Each situation will be unique and SSI encourage holistic, solution based approaches and adoption 
of universal prevention practices such as the International Safeguards for Children in Sport and 
the International Safeguards for Adults in Sport.  

Policy frameworks and ethical approaches 

All governing bodies of sport and event organisers are expected to have in place safe 
recruitment/volunteer policies, Safeguarding policies and procedures which cover both children 
and adults, and safeguarding case management systems. They should also have codes of ethics 
which set out their principles, values and beliefs, and codes of conduct which set out expected 
standards of behaviour by everyone involved in their sports, including athletes, fans and 
spectators.  

Sports bodies and event organisers have a duty of care to all those covered by their safeguarding 
policies and procedures. This includes a duty of care to those who are currently the subject of 
public agency or sport safeguarding investigations and when making decisions about 
participation based on safeguarding considerations for those who have previously been 
investigated/faced disciplinary sanctions for, or been convicted of, criminal offences and who are 
involved in their sport.  

In recent years the inappropriate, and sometimes criminal violent or sexually abusive behaviour of 
some high-profile athletes and personnel has raised issues about the ethical standards applied 
by sport when selecting athletes/players. This can be perceived as sport bodies valuing success 
and medals over the protection of the rights and feelings of athletes and other victims of all 
forms of interpersonal violence. Victim/survivor advocacy groups and human rights groups have 
often raised concerns about the impact this has on athletes and about the message this gives to 
affected persons. In turn sports bodies have increasingly seen sponsors react to potential 
reputational damage caused by allegations of abuse in sports. 
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Legislation and guidance considerations 

Legislation concerning the protection of children and adults about safe recruitment and about the 
rehabilitation of offenders varies around the world. Where legislation and guidance does exist, it 
is generally underpinned by universal conventions and principles such as the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child and The Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  The United 
Nations Guiding Principles for Business and Human Rights promote: the duty of the State to 
protect human rights; the responsibility of businesses to respect human rights; and access to 
remedy for victims of abuses. 

In 2018 the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime produced its ‘Introductory Handbook- The 
Prevention of Recidivism and the Social Reintegration of Offenders’. This reiterates the 
importance of focusing on the rehabilitation of offenders to support the social reintegration of 
offenders as a means of preventing further crime and protecting society. 

There are countries where those who have been convicted of sexual and / or violent offences are 
subject to mandatory reporting to police which may also include restrictions on travel, 
employment, voluntary and leisure activities including sports. Special categories of roles, 
including those which involve working with ‘vulnerable groups’, may require offences to be 
declared through exemptions to rehabilitation of offenders’ legislation. Sport organisations may 
be allowed to ask athletes and other members to self–declare relevant offences but may not 
have the right to see the confirming documentation unless provided by the individual.  

Existing legislation and guidance generally recognise the rights of people to be rehabilitated and 
be treated as if they have never been convicted of an offence after relevant periods of time have 
elapsed. Legislation generally recognises that there are some categories of offence, such as 
serious violent and sexual offences, or where professional monitoring, risk assessment and risk 
management are advisable and/or required, typically through multi agency public protection 
arrangements. 

Legislation and government guidance generally treat children who have committed harmful 
sexual or non-sexual behaviour differently, in line with the UNCRC. Research also indicates that 
young people who sexually harm other children, are more likely to be able to be diverted from 
future offending than adult offenders if they receive the appropriate professional 
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intervention. Therefore, cases involving children who have harmed require additional 
considerations for sports organisations. 

Many sports for development activities are aimed at assisting rehabilitating, or diverting young 
people and adults who are offenders, and those at risk of offending, from the criminal justice 
system.  Sport can play a significant part in diverting children and adults who are at risk of 
engaging in criminal behaviour as well as re-focusing those who have offended in a safer life. It is 
fundamental to assess each case individually, not diminish accountability, and ensure those 
providing sports for development activities have the skills, knowledge and experience to deliver in 
a safe and effective way. 

Risk assessment and risk management 

Risk assessment and risk management involve gathering of non-recent and current information 
and anticipating specific contexts to consider known risks, suspected risks and unknown risks. 

Known risks can include persons who have been convicted or currently being investigated for 
abusive behaviours. Given the convicted or under investigation status of the person, risk 
identification, and therefore safeguarding plans, can be very effective as they are based on known 
information which can be legally shared for the protection of others and crucially the person’s 
acceptance of the perceived risk they pose. 

Suspected Risks can include persons where allegations have been made, investigation processes 
have been inconclusive or criminal procedures have not proceeded due to multiple reasons. In 
these cases, safeguarding plans can be vulnerable to the lack of the persons’ acceptance of the 
perceived risk they pose and limited information. It is important therefore that where information 
is available it should be used transparently to assess risk so safeguarding plans are as effective 
as possible.  

Unknown risks can include where an organisation has no knowledge of any person posing a 
specific risk, so safeguarding processes are developed to prevent as much as possible an 
unknown risk from happening.  

In those countries where there is mandatory reporting for sexual and violent 
offenders the person is subject to notification to police and criminal justice 
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agencies and are also subject to multidisciplinary risk management processes such as MAPPA in 
UK. As part of those processes the individual’s specific risk is monitored and supervision plans 
are bespoke to the perceived risk that individual presents and are constantly under review. This 
would also include their engagement in any employment, education, sport, leisure, faith and or in 
any other context such as personal relationships. It is essential where such multiagency risk 
management processes exist that the professionals are involved in assisting the sports 
organisations with decision making. 

Contextual issues 

Decisions about and approaches to risk assessment and risk management are affected by a 
range of contextual issues. These include differences in national legal frameworks reflected in 
ages of consent, legal ages for marriage, protections for people based on protected 
characteristics such as sexual orientation, disability, religious beliefs and so on. These reflect 
current and changing social attitudes and cultural norms which may themselves vary from sector 
to sector. Institutional abuse inquiries into the Church, education, care and sports sectors 
frequently raise questions about poor governance being reflected in cultures which support 
and/or fail to challenge abusive culture.  

Membership of a sports organisation is often required in order to play and compete in a sport. 
Some athletes may be perceived as role models and heroes and those who go on to represent 
their club or country on a regional, national or international stage should see it as a privilege and 
an honour. With representation comes responsibilities and individuals, sports organisations, and 
event organisers must strive to see codes of conduct for the sport and for the event upheld, 
including relevant global frameworks such as FIFA Positive Values, Olympic Values, etc. 

Organisational culture has a critical role to play in making sport safer and all involved have a 
responsibility for demonstrating institutional courage and role modelling the culture and agreed 
behaviours within sport.  Consideration must be also be given to the systems, procedures and 
timescales surrounding the selection of athletes and others to a major sporting event. The ability 
to communicate appropriate information between national committees / governing bodies, 
international / continental federations, and event organisers in a timely manner will be essential 
to sound decision making and risk management. 
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Rehabilitation 

Research highlights that rehabilitation of an offender into society and giving them a sense of 
purpose can reduce likelihood of recidivism so involvement in community life is important for 
their wellbeing but should always be progressed with safeguarding and victim impact 
considered.  

The risk management of these persons also has focus on rehabilitation which is aimed at 
prevention of further abuse and harm. Rehabilitation is a term which can cause concern as to 
whether any person who commits sexual or violent offences can be ‘rehabilitated’ hence these 
offences are always still subject to being disclosed on any vetting or safer recruitment 
processes.  

Effective rehabilitation fundamentally depends on the person’s motivation to not reoffend and 
cause further harm, and this is demonstrated by their willingness to inform any person / 
organisation of their criminal history so risk management and safeguarding actions can be taken 
to ensure protection of others.  

Rehabilitation is built on personal recognition and accountability and proven to be effective when 
the person fully cooperates with all police and criminal justice agency supervision plans without 
any breaches; they engage in treatment programs which are delivered by specialist qualified 
professionals in the fields of sexual and violent risk (as part of these programs the person has to 
admit to their offending behaviour); they understand the reasons why they committed their 
offences so that these reasons can be fully addressed in treatment so as to prevent them from 
reoccurring in the future; they gain an in-depth insight into the physical, emotional and 
psychological harm that they have caused all persons affected by their abusive behaviour; and 
they develop plans for the future which are agreed with all relevant persons. Throughout this, 
continued assessment of the quality and efficacy of the person’s engagement in supervision and 
treatment is essential to ensure it is meaningful and not superficial. 
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Process Steps 
The development of international guidance in this area requires discussion not only among 
athletes (particularly victims/survivors and other affected persons), sports organisations, policy 
makers, and researchers but also inter-governmental bodies, legislators, human and child rights 
organisations to ensure guidance is proportionate to context and risk (for example, from minor 
'spent' convictions to the most serious offending relevant to safeguarding). Safe Sport 
International offer the following process steps as starting point for discussions and guidance.  

The process should be led by a case management team and include input at relevant stages from 
suitably qualified persons with specialist skills, knowledge and experience in areas such as public 
protection, governance, safeguarding risk, and organisational risk. It is preferable in many cases 
that advice and assessment be provided by a specialist agency which is independent of the 
sports organisation.  

Each individual case will differ in terms of complexity, stakeholders involved, and length of time 
to complete the process steps. The process should be followed prior to a possible re-introduction 
to sport, and when an individual might be selected to move from (for example) local to national 
level, or from national to international level, or from a niche to world stage. 

1. Establish Facts 

• Discuss with the person in question what you are doing, why and what their rights and 
responsibilities are. 

• Assess what (legal) means are in place to request information or which (legal) means are 
blocking the obtainment of such information. 

• Ask the person involved to share relevant information within legal boundaries. 

• Obtain official documentation of the conviction and sentencing where possible. 

• Review the nature and severity of the offence. 

• Assess any legal restrictions on the person's activities. 

• Assess any (legal) rights on the person's activities. 

• Review the person’s co-operation with mandated supervision plans. 

• Review the person's participation in mandated rehabilitation / treatment 
programs. 
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• Evaluate demonstrated behavioural changes and remorse. 

• Review the person's current participation in sport. 

• Fully integrate the specific risk knowledge from those responsible for statutory monitoring 
and treatment. 

2. Risk Assessment by appropriately qualified risk assessor(s) 

• Agreement of the risk posed and to whom. 

• Assess reports from treatment or rehabilitation programmes. 

• Assess the individuals’ likelihood of reoffending. 

• Consider the impact on the victim and their family. 

• Consider the impact to individual and their family. 

• Consider the impact on team/organisation reputation and sponsorships. 

• Consider impact on the wider sporting community of athletes. 

• Consider impact on the wider sporting community of survivors/victims. 

• Evaluate potential risks to individuals, staff, volunteers, and the public. 

• Consider reputational risk of the organisation involved. 

3. Risk Management 

• Consider safeguards for the victim and their family. 

• Consider safeguards for the individual and their family. 

• Develop a risk management plan for each context and/or event. 

• Evaluate potential impact on team dynamics. 

• Review relevant contracts, codes of practice or participation agreements. 

• Offer resources in support of the individual’s rehabilitation. 

• Agree risk management plan for participation - both during and outside competition time. 

• Agree supervision plan and who will oversee the plan. 

4. Monitoring and Review 

• Implement any necessary safeguards or monitoring. 

• Implement regular check-ins and progress evaluations. 

• Establish a process for reviewing and potentially modifying decisions. 
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• Provide ongoing support and resources as needed. 

Responsibilities 
To include but not be limited to: 

Individual Responsibilities 

• Comply with codes of ethics and codes of conduct relevant to their participation in sport. 

• Adhere to conditions set by a relevant body, such as: sports governing body, International 
Federation, National Olympic Committee, games organising committee, International 
Olympic Committee, etc.  

• Fully disclose conviction details in compliance with any legal requirements. 

• Actively participate in rehabilitation / treatment programmes. 

• Submit sincere written (public) statement of apology where relevant. 

• Demonstrate behavioural change. 

• Demonstrate co-operation with mandatory supervision plans. 

Sporting Organisation Responsibilities 

• To have codes of ethics and codes of conduct which set out the principles, values, beliefs 
and expected standards of behaviour by everyone involved in their sports, including 
athletes, fans and spectators. 

• To operate to legal requirements. 

• To operate to public policy requirements and guidance. 

• To set and follow clear policies and procedures for return to sport after criminal 
investigation, conviction and/or sport safeguarding investigation for the range of roles of 
people involved in their organisation – e.g. staff, volunteers, athletes. 

Event Organiser Responsibilities 

• To have codes of conduct which set out the principles, values, beliefs and expected 

standards of behaviour by everyone involved in their event. 

• To operate to legal requirements. 
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• To operate to public policy requirements and guidance. 

• To put in place comprehensive safeguarding arrangements for events which include safe 

recruitment and selection policies and procedures, and participation criteria which 
address the issues raised in this paper. 
Press 

Legal/Compliance Responsibilities 

• Consider international jurisdictions for entry and notification requirements. 

• Ensure compliance with relevant laws and regulations. 

• Consult with legal counsel on potential liability issues. 

• Maintain confidentiality and protect the individuals privacy rights. 

Decision-Making Responsibilities 

• Establish a diverse review panel to evaluate cases using all gathered information. 

• Provide clear communication throughout the process. 

• Consider graduated return options (e.g., practice only, limited competition). 

• Establish clear conditions and expectations for return. 

• Provide a written decision with rationale. 

• Share decision making. 
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Further Steps 
SSI invites feedback and engagement from all interested parties as it works towards establishing 
an international framework and guidance in this area. 

 

Author 
Safe Sport International. With particular thanks to members of the SSI Athlete Voice for Safe 
Sport group, other advocacy organisations, SSI Research Committee and SSI Advisory Council for 
their feedback and input. 

26 July 2024 

 

 

 

SAFE SPORT INTERNATIONAL 
Everyone, everywhere safe in sport 

Safe Sport International (SSI) is a leading non-profit and UK based charity committed to ending all forms of 
inter-personal violence, abuse and harassment in sports environments globally. We understand the value of 
sport in society and the profoundly positive impact it has on people’s lives—it is unacceptable that anyone 
should be deprived of their right to enjoy sport safely.  

As a global community united in our drive for change, we stand against abuse in sport through 
independent, evidence-based action. We are guided by athletes’ voices and experiences and informed by 
research. Through our international conferences, expert consultancy and accredited safeguarding services, 
we strive to drive change in international standards and bring clarity to the nuanced, complex world of 
safeguarding in sport. Our ambition is to see everyone, everywhere safe in sport a universal reality. 
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